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The Present is the living sum-total of the whole Past.
—THOMAS CARLYLE

Justice is always violent to the party offending, for every man is innocent in his
own eyes.
—DANIEL DEFOE



PROLOGUE

Loyalty to the dead had him traveling to SoHo in icy rain rather than
heading home. At home he could have put up his feet—tired today,
he admitted. He’d have enjoyed a cozy fire, a good book, and a
small glass of whiskey while waiting for his wife to get home.

Instead, he sat in the back of a cab that smelled faintly of overripe
peppers and someone’s musky perfume as it skated along the nasty
street toward what he feared would be an ugly confrontation.

He disliked ugly confrontations, wondered sometimes about
people who, by all appearances, enjoyed them. Those who knew
him would say he had a talent for evading or defusing them.

But this time, he expected to go head-to-head with his cousin
Edward.

A pity, really, he thought as he watched the ice-tipped rain strike
the cab windows. It hissed as it struck, he thought, like angry
snakes.

Once, he and Edward had been close as brothers. Once they’'d
shared adventures and secrets and ambitions—Ilofty ones, of course.
But time and divergent paths had separated them long ago.

He barely knew the man Edward had become, and understood
him not at all. And sadly for him, liked Edward even less.

Regardless, they had shared the same paternal grandparents;
their fathers were brothers. They were family. He hoped to use those
blood ties, those shared experiences to bring their opposing views to
some reasonable middle ground.

Then again, the man Edward had become rarely stood on middle
ground. No, Edward staked a claim on his own ground and refused
to move even an inch in any direction.

Otherwise, Edward would hardly have engaged a Realtor to sell
their grandparents’ lovely old brownstone.



Why, he wouldn’t even have known about the Realtor, about the
appointment made for a walk-through and assessment of the house
if Edward’s assistant to his assistant—or whatever title the girl
owned—hadn't slipped up and mentioned it when he'd tried to
contact Edward, arrange for a powwow.

He didn’t have much of a temper—anger took such effort—but he
was angry now. Angry enough he knew he could and would create a
stink and a scene in front of the real estate person.

He had a half share of the property (as Edward had taken to
calling it), and it couldn’t be sold without his written consent.

He wouldn’t give it, he wouldn’t go against his grandfather’s
express wishes.

For a moment, in the back of the cab, he was transported to his
grandfather’s study, with all its warmth and rich colors, its bookcases
full of books smelling of leather binding, wonderful old photos, and
fascinating memorabilia.

He could feel the frailty of his grandfather’s hand, once so big and
strong, in his. Hear the waver of a voice that used to boom like
cannon fire.

It's more than a house, more than a home. Though that’s a
precious thing. It has a history, has earned its place in the world. It’s
earned a legacy. I'm trusting you, you and Edward, to honor that
history, and continue that legacy.

He would, he told himself as the cab finally pulled to the curb. At
best, he would remind Edward of those wishes, that responsibility. At
worst, he would find a way to buy out his cousin’s interest.

If it was only property, only money, then money Edward would
have.

He overtipped the driver—purposely because the weather was
truly horrible. It might have been the generosity that prompted the
driver to roll down the window and call out that he’d left his briefcase
in the back of the cab.

“Thank you!” He hurried back to retrieve it. “So much on my mind.
Gripping the briefcase, he navigated the ice rink of a sidewalk,
walked through the little iron gate and down the walkway—shoveled
and treated, as he personally paid a neighborhood boy to see to it.

”



He climbed the short flight of steps as he had as a toddler, a
young boy, a young man, and now an older one.

He might forget things—Ilike his briefcase—but he remembered
the passcode for the main door. Laid his palm on the plate, used his
swipe card.

He opened the heavy front door, felt the change like a fresh stab in
his heart.

No scent of the fresh flowers his grandmother would have
arranged herself on the entrance table. No old dog to lumber into the
foyer to greet him. Some of the furniture sat in other homes now—
specific bequests—as some of the art graced other walls.

He was glad of that, as that was legacy, too.

Despite the fact he also paid a housekeeper—the daughter of his
grandparents’ longtime employee, Frankie—to tend the place once a
week, he scented the disuse as well as lemon oil.

“Long enough,” he muttered to himself as he set his briefcase
down. “It's been empty long enough now.”

He heard the sound of voices, and for a moment wondered if they,
too, were just memories. Then he remembered his purpose—
Edward and the Realtor. They were, he imagined, discussing square
footage and location and market value.

And neither thinking, as he was, of family dinners around the big
table, of blackberry tarts filched from the kitchen, of proudly
presenting the woman he loved to his grandparents in the living
room on a sunny Saturday afternoon.

He forced himself to push through the mists of time, start back
toward the voices. Sentiment wouldn’t sway Edward, he knew. If
another reminder of a promise made to a man they’d both loved
didn’t do so, perhaps the reminder of the legalities would.

Failing all, there was money.

Still, he didn’t want to sneak up on them like a thief so called out
his cousin’s name.

The voices stilled, annoying him. Did they think they could hide
from him? He continued back, clinging to the annoyance as a kind of
weapon. And turning into the room he’d thought of in the cab, he saw
Edward sitting in their grandfather’s desk chair.



His cousin’s eyes were wide—even the one swollen with a
darkening bruise. Blood trickled in a thin line from the corner of his
mouth, stained his teeth as he started to speak.

Annoyance forgotten in shock and concern, he stepped forward
quickly.

“Edward.”

Pain erupted, a flash of fire bursting in the back of his head.
Helpless to stop his own fall, he pitched forward. Seconds before his
temple struck the old oak floor and turned everything black, he heard
Edward scream.



After a long, tedious day—the first half spent in court, the second
half with paperwork—Lieutenant Eve Dallas prepared to shut it all
down.

At the moment all she wanted out of life was a quiet evening with
her husband, her cat, and a glass—or two—of wine. Maybe a vid,
she thought as she grabbed her coat, if Roarke hadn’t brought too
much work home.

Tonight—do the happy-time boogie—she was bringing home none
of her own.

She could extend that wish list, she decided as she dug out the
scarf her partner had made her for Christmas. Maybe a swim, and
pool sex. She figured no matter how many deals Roarke needed to
wheel, he could always be talked into pool sex.

She found the silly snowflake cap in another pocket of her long
leather coat. Since the sky was heaving down ice, she tugged it on.
She’d sent her partner home, had a couple of detectives out in the
cold, working a hot. They’d contact her if they needed her.

She reminded herself she had another detective, newly minted—
whose induction ceremony was slated for the next morning.

But right now, on a particularly ugly January evening, she had
nothing on her plate.

Spaghetti and meatballs, she decided. That’s what she wanted on
her plate. Maybe she’d beat Roarke home, and actually put that
together for both of them. With wine, a couple candles. Right down in
the pool area—no, she corrected as she started out. Maybe at the
dining room table, like grown-ups, with a fire going.

She could program a couple of salads, use a couple of his half a
zillion fancy plates.

And while the ice snapped and crackled outside, they’'d—

“‘Eve.”



She turned, spotted Mira—the department’s shrink and top profiler
—all but leaping off a glide and rushing toward her, pale blue coat
flying open over her deep pink suit.

“You're still here. Thank God.”

“Just leaving. What'’s the deal? What’s wrong?”

“mnot sure. | . .. Dennis—’

Instinctively Eve reached up to touch the snowflake hat, one
Dennis Mira had snugged down on her head in his kind way on a
snowy day in the last weeks of 2060.

“Is he hurt?”

“I don’t think so.” The normally unflappable Mira linked her fingers
together to keep them still. “He wasn’t clear, he was upset. His
cousin—he said his cousin’s hurt, and now is missing. He asked for
you, specifically. I'm sorry to spring this on you, but—"

“Don’t worry about it. Is he home—at your place?” She had
already turned away, called for the elevator.

“No, he’s at his grandparents’—what was their home—in SoHo.”

“You're with me.” She steered Mira into the elevator, crowded with
cops going off shift. “I'll make sure you both get home. Who’s his
cousin?”

“Ah, Edward. Edward Mira. Former Senator Edward Mira.”

“Didn’t vote for him.”

“Neither did I. | need a moment to gather my thoughts, and | want
to let him know we’re coming.”

As Mira took out her ’link, Eve organized her own thoughts.

She didn’t know or care much about politics, but she had a vague
image of Senator Edward Mira. She’d never have put the bombastic,
hard-line senator—sharp black eyebrows, close cropped black hair,
hard and handsome face—on the same family tree as the sweet,
slightly fuddled Dennis Mira.

But family made strange bedfellows.

Or was that politics?

Didn’t matter.

When they reached her level in the garage, she pointed toward
her slot, strode to the unremarkable-looking DLE her husband had
designed for her. Mira hurried after her, hampered by spike-heeled
boots and shorter legs.



Eve moved fast—sturdy boots and long legs—slid behind the
wheel, a tall, leanly built woman with choppy brown hair currently
under a watch cap with a sparkling snowflake emblem she, cop to
the bone, wore because it had been an impromptu gift given by a
man she had a helpless, harmless crush on.

“‘Address?” she asked when Mira, in her elegant winter coat and
fashionable boots, got in beside her.

Eve plugged the address into the computer, pulled out of the slot.
And bulleted out of the garage, hitting lights and siren.

“Oh, you don’t have to . . . Thank you,” Mira said when Eve merely
flicked her a glance. “Thank you. He says he’s fine, not to worry
about him, but . . .”

“You are.”

The DLE looked like your poky uncle’s economy vehicle—and
drove like a rocket. Eve swerved around vehicles whose drivers
considered the sirens a casual suggestion. She hit vertical to
leapfrog over others until Mira simply closed her eyes and hung on.

“Fill me in. Do you know why they were at the grandparents’
house—who else would be there?”

“Their grandmother died about four years ago, and Bradley—
Dennis’s grandfather—just seemed to fade away. He lived about a
year after her death, putting his affairs in order. Though knowing him,
most of them already were. He left the house in equal shares to
Dennis and Edward—the two oldest grandsons. That maxibus—’

Eve whipped the wheel, sent the DLE up. And took a corner as if
in pursuit of a mass murderer. “Is behind us. Keep going.”

“I can tell you Dennis and Edward have been at odds over the
house. Dennis wants to keep it in the family, per Bradley’s wishes.
Edward wants to sell it.”

“‘He can'’t sell it, | take it, unless Mr. Mira signs off.”

“That’s my understanding. | don’t know why Dennis came down
here today—he had a full day at the university, as one of his
colleagues is ill and he’s filling in. | should have asked him.”

“It's okay.” Eve double-parked, turning the quiet, tree-lined street
into a battlefield of blasting horns. Ignoring them, she flipped up her
On Duty light. “We’ll ask him now.”



But Mira was already out of the car, running in those treacherous
heels across the slick sidewalk. Cursing, Eve bolted after her,
grabbed her arm.

“You run in those things, I'm going to end up driving you to the ER.
Nice place.” She let Mira go as they went through the gate and onto
cleared ground. “In this neighborhood, it's probably worth, what, five
or six million?”

“I imagine. Dennis would know.”

“‘He would?”

Mira managed a smile as she hurried up the steps. “It's important.
He knows what's important. | don’t remember the code.” She
pressed the buzzer, used the knocker.

When Dennis, disheveled gray hair, baggy pine-colored cardigan,
opened the door, Mira grabbed his hands. “Dennis! You are hurt.
Why didn’t you tell me?” She took his chin, turned his head to study
the raw bruise on his temple. “You angled this away so | wouldn’t
see it on the ’link.”

“‘Now, Charlie. I'm all right. | didn’t want to upset you. Come in out
of the cold now, both of you. Eve, thank you for coming. I'm worried
about Edward. I've been all through the house. He’s just not here.”

“But he was?” Eve prompted.

“Oh, yes. In the study. He was hurt. A black eye, and his mouth
was bleeding. | should show you the study.”

When he turned, Mira let out a sound as much of frustration as
distress. “Dennis, your head'’s bleeding.” He hissed when she
reached up to feel the knot. “You come in the living room and sit
down, right now.”

“Charlie, Edward—"

“You leave Edward to Eve,” she said, pulling him into a big space
that had either been decorated in a severely minimalist style, or
several pieces of furniture had been removed. What remained
appeared comfortably used and cheerful.

Mira took off her coat, tossed it carelessly aside, then dug into her
€enormous purse.

Eve got her first real clue why so many women carried handbags
the size of water buffalos when Mira pulled a first aid kit out of hers.



“I'm going to clean up these lacerations, and ask Eve to drop us
off at the nearest emergency room so you can have this X-rayed.”

“Now, sweetie.” He hissed again when Mira dabbed at the wound
with an alcohol wipe, but managed to reach back and pat her leg. ‘I
don’t need X-rays or other doctors when | have you. | just have a
bump on the head. I'm as lucid as | ever get.”

Eve caught his smile, sly and sweet, when Mira laughed at that.

“No double vision, no dizziness or nausea,” he assured her.
“‘Maybe a little headache.”

“If, after we get home and | give you a thorough exam—"

This time he turned around, wiggled his eyebrows, and grinned in
a way that had Eve swallowing an embarrassed laugh of her own.

“Dennis.” Mira sighed, and cupping his face in her hands, kissed
him so softly, so tenderly, that Eve had to look away.

“Ah, maybe you could tell me where to find the study—where you
last saw your cousin.”

“I'll take you back.”

“You're going to sit right here and behave until I'm finished,” Mira
told him. “It’s straight back, Eve, and then on the left. Lots of wood, a
big desk and chair, leather-bound books on shelves.”

“Ill find it.”

She could see where more art had been removed, more furniture
—in fact, she found a room empty but for stacks of packing boxes.
Yet she didn’t see a single mote of dust, and caught the light scent of
lemon as if someone had crushed their blossoms with the air.

She found the study, and at a glance decided nothing—or nothing
much—had been taken out of this space.

Organized, attractive with its heavy wood trim, its sturdy masculine
furniture and deep tones.

Burgundy and forest, she mused, taking a long look from the
doorway. Family photos in black or silver frames, polished plaques
from various charitable organizations.

The desk itself still held a coffee-colored leather blotter, matching
accessories, and a slick little data and communication center.

Beside the fireplace with its thick mantel stood a bar—small, old,
certainly valuable. On it sat two crystal decanters, half full of amber
liquid, with silver labels. Whiskey. Brandy.



She moved from the wood floor to the rug stretched on it. The
softly faded pattern told her it was likely old and valuable like the bar,
like the crystal, like the pocket watch on display under a glass dome.

She saw no sign of struggle, no indication anything had been
stolen. But when she crouched down, examined the space before
the fringe of the rug brushed over wood, she saw a few drops of
blood.

She circled the room slowly, carefully, touching nothing as yet. But
she began to see . . . maybe.

She started back, paused at the doorway of the living room to see
Mira competently applying ointment to her husband’s temple.

“‘Don’t go in there yet,” Eve said. “I'm just going out for my field
kit.”

“Oh, it’'s nasty out. Let me get that for you.”

“I've got it,” she said quickly when Dennis started to rise. “Just
give me a minute.”

She went back into the icy rain, got her field kit out of the trunk. As
she went back she studied the neighboring houses, and pulled out
her own ’link to send Roarke a quick text.

Got hung up. Will explain when | get home.

And considered she’'d obeyed the Marriage Rules.

When she came back in, she set the kit down to take off her coat,
scarf, hat. “Okay, let’s take this by the numbers. Have you tried to
contact your cousin?”

“Oh, yes. | did that right away. He didn’t answer his ’link. | did try
him at home as well, and reached his wife. | didn’t want to alarm
her,” Dennis added, “so | didn’t mention any of this. She told me he
wasn’t home, and would probably be running late. She may not know
about his appointment here, but if she did, she wouldn'’t tell me.”

“‘Appointment?”

“Oh, | am sorry. | haven’t explained any of this.” He gave Mira one
of his absent smiles. “| tried to reach him earlier today, to see if the
two of us could just . . . sit down and discuss our differences about
the house. | got an assistant who seemed a little harried at the time.
Otherwise she might not have mentioned he had an appointment



here with a Realtor to assess the house for sale. It . . . Well, it set me
right off. He shouldn’t have done that behind my back.”

Eve nodded, opened her kit to take out a can of Seal-It. “Pissed
you off.”

“‘Eve,” Mira began, but Dennis patted her hand.

“Truth is best, Charlie. | was very upset. He wouldn’t answer his
personal ’'link, so when | finished my last class, | came here. Terrible
traffic conditions. Something should be done.”

“Yeah, | think that all the time. When did you get here, Mr. Mira?”

“Oh, I'm not at all sure. Let me see. | finished my last class . . . it
must have been about four-thirty. My TA and a couple of students
had questions, so that took a bit of time. Then | had to get my papers
together, and it may have been five or so before | left. Then getting
here.” He added that sweet, vague smile, but his eyes, that dreamy
green, held worry. “I couldn’t really say exactly.”

“Good enough,” Eve told him, as clearly trying to determine the
timing distressed him. “There’s security on the house. Was it active?”

“It was. | have the passcode, and a swipe. My palm print is
authorized.”

“There’s a cam.”

“Yes!” The idea obviously delighted him. “Of course there is! It
would show my arrival—and Edward. | never thought of it.”

“Why don’t we take a look at that first? Do you know where the
security station is?”

“Yes, of course. I'll show you. Never thought of it,” he said again,
shaking his head as he rose. “If I'd just looked for myself, I'd have
seen Edward coming and going. You relieve my mind, Eve.”

“Mr. Mira, you were attacked.”

He stopped, blinked. “I| suppose | was. That’s very upsetting. Who
would have done that?”

“Let’s see if we can find out.”

He led her back, made a turn, then showed her a large, modern
kitchen with some old-fashioned touches that suited the house.

It all looked . . . comfortable, and reminded her in some ways of
the Miras’ house uptown.

“There are viewing stations in several rooms,” Dennis explained
as he opened a door off the kitchen. “So my grandparents or the



staff could see who was at the door. But this is the main hub.”

He looked at it, gave everything a vague glance. “I'm afraid I'm not
very good with complex electronics.”

“Me, either.” But she walked over to where she was damn sure a
component should be. “But | can tell you somebody took the whole
damn deal—the drive or whatever the hell it is, the discs.”

“Oh dear.”

“Yeah. Who else has access to the house?”

“Besides Edward and myself? The housekeeper—her mother
worked for my grandparents for decades, and she’s helped us out for
several years. She would never—’

“Understood, but I'm going to want her name so | can talk to her.”

“Is it all right if | make tea?” Dr. Mira asked.

“Sure, go ahead. Mr. Mira, | want you to walk me through exactly
what happened. The cab dropped you off?”

“Yes. Right out front. | left my briefcase—so careless—but the
driver called me back for it. | was angry and upset. | let myself in. It's
a push-pull coming here. The memories are strong and good, but it's
hard to know it's not the same, and can'’t be. | set my briefcase
down, and | heard voices.”

“More than one?” Eve prompted.

“Well . . . | think so. | expected to find Edward and the Realtor he'd
engaged. | assumed they were talking. | called out to him. | didn’t
want to startle them. | started back, and when | got to the study;, |
saw him sitting in Granddad’s desk chair. Black eye, the blood. He
was frightened. | saw the fear, and | started forward to help him. |
must have been struck from behind. It’s never happened to me
before, but | believe that's what happened.”

“It knocked you out.”

“The injuries are consistent with a strike from a heavy object, back
of the skull.” Mira brought Dennis a mug, wrapped his hands around
it. “And with his right temple hitting the floor when he fell.”

“I'm not questioning that, Dr. Mira.”

“I know you're not.” She sighed, then leaned into Dennis to gently
kiss his bruised temple. “I know you're not.”

“What did you do, Mr. Mira, when you came to?”



“I was disoriented, very confused initially. Edward wasn’t there,
and though we haven’t been on the best of terms in a long time, he
would never have left me on the floor that way. | called for him—I
think—and | looked. I’'m afraid | wandered around the house for a
while, still a little confused, until it came to me something terrible had
happened to Edward. | contacted Charlotte so she wouldn’t worry,
and asked her if you could come and look into it all.”

He gave Eve a look with those soft, dreamy eyes that made her
want to kiss his temple as Mira had. It mortified her.

“I realize now | should have simply contacted nine-one-one rather
than bothering you.”

“This isn’t a bother. Are you up to taking a look at the study?
Seeing if anything’s missing or out of place?”

“‘Anything | can do.”

When they walked back, she sealed her hands, her feet. “It’s
better if you don’t touch anything. You've already been in there, and
through the house, so sealing up’s beside the point. But let’s keep it
to a minimum.”

She paused at the doorway. “So your cousin was in the desk chair.
Behind the desk.”

“Yes, he was—oh, not behind it. The chair was in front of the
desk.” He frowned a moment. “Why would that be? But, yes, he was
sitting in the chair, in front of the desk. On the rug.”

“Okay.” That jibed with her observations. “Hold it a minute.”

She took what she needed from her kit, crouched down to take a
swab of the blood from the floorboards, sealed it. Then meticulously
swabbed an area of the rug.

She added drops of something from a small bottle to the swab,
nodded. “Blood here. Somebody cleaned it up, but you don’t get it all
with a quick run of household cleaner.”

She bent down, sniffed. “You can still smell it.” She put on
microgoggles, peered close. “And if you're looking, you can see it,
and the faint pattern where the chair rolled out and back, sat here
with weight in it.”

“‘Edward’s weight.”

“Looks that way. Another minute.” She moved behind the desk,
started an inch-by-inch exam of the chair.



“They missed some. Just a drop here.” She swabbed again,
carefully, leaving enough for the sweepers to take their own sample.
“Was he restrained, Mr. Mira?”

“I..." He closed his eyes. “l don’t think so. | don’t think he was.
I’'m sorry. I’'m not at all sure. | was so shocked.”

“Okay. Black eye, bloody mouth. So someone assaulted him, put
him in the chair, but out here, more in the center of the room. Scared
him enough to keep him there. A stunner maybe, a knife, a weapon
anyway, or the threat of more physical violence.”

She circled the room again. “Voices. So they were talking. Wanted
something from him, most likely. But before they can get it, or finish,
you come in. You call out, so that gives them time to threaten him to
keep it shut, to move out of sight. They don’t stun you, if they have a
stunner. You stun somebody, it takes a few seconds, and maybe you
see them before you go down. Bash from behind. But they don’t
finish you off, or take you with them. You’re not important in this.
You're just an inconvenience. But they go to the trouble of cleaning
up, putting the chair back behind the desk.

“Why?”

“It's fascinating, the science and art of what you do.”

“What?”

“What you do,” Dennis said, “it’s a science, and an art. The
observational skills are so polished, and—I think—innate. Sorry, my
mind wandered.” He smiled. “You asked why. | think | might
understand that. If they knew Edward, they might know me. Some
people would say, as my mind will wander, | simply fell and struck my
head. And imagined the rest.”

“Some people would be stupid,” Eve said, making him smile.
“Anything not here that should be, Mr. Mira, or out of place?”

“We've kept this almost exactly as he left it. My grandfather. Some
of what’s here comes to me, to my children, to others. But they were
content to leave it like this for now. Everything’s here. | don’t think
anything’s been taken or moved.”

“All right. You came to the doorway, saw him. You froze for a
second—people do. You'’re focused on your cousin, and you move
forward to help him.”



She went to the doorway, paused, took a quick step in. Then
scanned the shelves.

She picked up a stone bowl, brilliantly polished, frowned, set it
down again. Tested the weight of an award plaque, dismissed it.
Then she curled her fingers around the uplifted trunk of large glass
elephant in jubilant blues and greens. Had weight, she mused, and
that handy grip.

“Dr. Mira?”

Mira moved forward, and like Eve examined the elephant. “Yes,
yes, the legs. They’re consistent with the wound.”

As Eve got another swab, Mira turned to Dennis. “I will never, this
is an oath, never complain about your hard head again.”

“Cleaned it up, but we’ve got a little blood. Attacker steps back,
side of the doorway. This is handy, heavy. You come in, whack, down
you go. He, she, they—it’s going to be they, one to deal with Edward,
one to deal with you and the cleanup. So one of them gets rug
cleaner, whatever, cleans things up, gets the hard drive, the discs.
And they take him, leave you. I'm going to go through the house,
make sure they didn’t stuff him somewhere—sorry,” she said
immediately.

“No, don'’t be.”

“I'm going to have sweepers come in, go over all this. | can
contact Missing Persons, expedite there.”

“‘Couldyou . ..”

“Will you take lead on this?” Understanding, Mira took Dennis’s
hand. “Both of us would feel easier if you remained in charge.”

“Sure, | can clear that. Why don’t you go back and sit down, let me
get things rolling.”

Eve bagged the elephant, contacted Crime Scene, ordered up
some uniforms to canvass. Someone had walked in the house, most
likely invited in by Edward Mira. She’d check on this Realtor. And
someone had walked back out again, either carrying Edward’s body
or forcing him to leave with them.

They’d need transportation.

Not a burglary, she thought, and not a straight kidnapping, or why
rough him up first? The chair in the middle of the room struck her as
an interrogation.



Somebody wanted something from Edward Mira. Chances were
he’d stay alive until they got it.

She went back to the living room. They’d turned on the fire, and
sat together on a sofa, drinking tea.

Eve sat on the coffee table facing them, as it made a tighter
connection.

‘I need some information. The Realtor—name, contact?”

“I have no idea. I'm sorry. The assistant didn’t mention it, and |
was too upset to ask.”

“Okay, I'll get that from his office. Where’s his office?”

“He retired from Congress to create and head a political think
tank,” Mira told her. “He has an office in their headquarters, in the
Chrysler Building.”

“Prime real estate.”

“Status is very important to Edward,” Dennis said. “His
organization, the Mira Institute, takes two floors, and owns a pied-a-
terre in East Washington for Edward’s use or when one of the other
executives needs to be there.”

“Need that address, too, and his home address. I'm going to talk
to his wife when | leave here. How was their relationship?”

Dennis glanced at his wife, sighed.

“I'll take this. Mandy is a realist who enjoys the life she leads. She
excelled on the campaign trail, continues to excel at fund-raisers and
committees. The fact that Edward cheated, often? She considers
that part of the whole, and not particularly important, as he’s
discreet. She’s discreet as well, and uses the services of a licensed
companion. Both their children are grown, of course, and while each
play the game in public, neither have much affection for their parents
or the choices their parents have made.”

“The world’s made up of all manner of parts, Charlie,” Dennis
murmured.

“I'm aware. My professional opinion is Mandy would do nothing to
unbalance her world. She would never hurt Edward, and in her way,
she’s fond of him. In his way, he’s both grateful for her contributions
to his career, and proud of her standing socially.”

“He’d have enemies.”

“Oh, scores. Politically, as you'd expect.”



“And personally?”

“‘He can and does charm—it’s part of politics, again. He also
believes himself right on whatever stand he takes, politically and
personally, and that can cause friction. This house is an example,”
Mira continued. “Edward decided it needed to be sold, so to him, it
will be.”

“‘He’s wrong,” Dennis said quietly, “and it won’t be. But that’s not
important right now. Someone hurt him, and there’s been no mention
of ransom.” He looked at Eve now. “You haven’t mentioned ransom.”

“I'll talk to his wife about that. Mr. Mira, | want you to know |
believe everything you've told me. And | don’t believe, not for a
second, you'd do anything to hurt your cousin. Or anyone.”

“Thank you.”

“But | have to ask what I'm going to ask, or I’'m not doing my job. If
I’m not doing my job, I’'m not helping you.”

“l understand. You need to ask me when | saw Edward last, how
things were between us. If keeping this house in the family is so
important to me, | might hire someone to frighten him.”

He nodded, set his tea aside. “We saw each other over the
holidays. For form, really, I'm sorry to say. Charlotte and | attended a
cocktail party at his home. When was that, Charlie?”

“On the twenty-second of December. We only stayed about an
hour, as Edward tried to corner Dennis about selling the house.”

‘I didn’t want to argue, so we left early. He sent me an e-mail
shortly after the first of the year, outlining his reasons, again, and his
plan of action.”

“You didn’t tell me that, Dennis.”

“You get so angry with him.” Dennis took Mira’s hand again. “And
there was nothing new in it. | don'’t like bringing that discord into our
home. | answered him briefly that | didn’t agree, and intended to
keep my promise to our grandfather. When he responded
immediately, | knew he was very angry. He would usually wait as if
too busy to deal with such matters. But he responded right away,
and said he would give me time to be reasonable, and warned he
would be forced to take legal action if | insisted on clinging to
sentiment. And . . . he claimed there had been no promise, that |—as
| tend to do—had mixed things up.”



“The hell with him!”

“Charlie—"

“The hell with him, that coldhearted bastard. | mean it, Dennis!”
Outraged fury deepened her color, flashed in her eyes. “If you want
to look at someone who’d have wanted to hurt him, look right here.”

“Dr. Mira,” Eve said coolly, “cut it out. I'm going to have EDD
access those e-mails. That was your last communication?”

“Yes, it was. | didn’t respond. It was a cruel thing to say, and it was
a lie. We made a promise.” Eve saw his baffled sorrow as clearly as
Mira’s outraged fury. “I didn’t contact him again until today, but he
didn’t answer.”

“All right.” She couldn’t help herself, and touched a hand to his
knee. “You don’t mix up anything that’s important. I'll find the
answers to all this. | promise.”

She rose, grateful when the bell rang. “That’s going to be for me.
I’'m going to put the sweepers on the study first, and I'm going
through the house personally. I've got uniforms who'll knock on
doors, see if any of the neighbors saw anything. I'm going to have a
uniform take you home.”

She pulled out her ’link. “Would you put all the names and contact
data | asked for on here?”

“Charlie should. I'm terrible with electronics.”

“So am |.” She passed her ’link to Mira. “It's going to be okay.”

Dennis rose. “You're such a smart woman. Such a good girl,” he
added to her baffled surprise. Then he kissed her cheek, sweetly,
leaving a faint tickle from the stubble he’'d probably missed when
shaving. “Thank you.”

Eve felt that tickle work its way into her heart as she went to
answer the door.
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Eve saw them off, spoke with the uniforms, the sweepers, and
decided to take the house top to bottom. But as she started up the
stairs, she stopped, sat down on one.

And tagged Roarke.

She led with “I'm sorry.”

“‘Don’t be.” His face filled the screen and, boy, what a face. It never
failed to strike how some days the gods, the angels, the poets, the
artists all got together to create something perfect. A beautifully
carved mouth, wildly, impossibly blue eyes, sculpted cheekbones all
framed by thick black silk.

“You've caught a case,” he continued, with those mists of Ireland
whispering in his voice to complete the perfection.

“Sort of. No body, which makes it different. Or none yet. Dennis
Mira was attacked.”

“What?” The just-for-her smile in his eyes vanished. “Is he hurt?
What hospital? I'll meet you.”

“He’s okay. | just sent them home. He took a pretty good whack to
the back of the head, then smacked his temple on the floor when he
fell. Probably has a mild concussion, but Mira’s on it.”

“Where are you?”

“At his grandfather’s house. Mr. Mira’s grandfather. Or it was. It's
half Mr. Mira’s, half his cousin’s—former Senator Edward Mira—who
was also attacked, and is currently missing. | need to go through the
house here to make sure he’s not dead and stuffed in a closet, then |
have to talk to some people on the way home. | don’t know how long

“Give me the address there.”
“‘Roarke, it's in SoHo. There’s no need for you to come all the way
down here on a night like this.”



“You can give me the address or | can find it for myself. Either
way, I'm on my way.”

She gave him the address.

She’d gone through the top floor—both wings—before he got
there. And could admit, seeing him and the go-cup of coffee he held
out lifted her mood.

“I was going to make dinner.”

Those wonderful lips curved, then brushed hers. “Were you now?”

“Hand to God. Nothing cooking at the shop, so | was heading out,
figured | might beat you home, and set up wine and candles and
spaghetti right in the dining room.”

“I'll treasure the thought.”

“Mira caught me. You don’t see her seriously shaken often, and
she was. Mr. Mira contacted her when he came to—took the bash
downstairs in the study—and asked her to bring me.”

“Of course he did. He’s an intelligent man.”

“I'll give you the background as | look for possibly dead Edward,
but tell me first, Mr. Buys the Entire World and Its Satellites, if you
were going to buy this place, what would you give for it?”

“I haven’t done a full walk-through, but from what I've seen it’s
beautifully preserved and maintained. Likely built in the 1930s.
Round about six thousand square feet, and in this neighborhood? |
expect I'd offer about ten. If | were selling, I'd ask fifteen.”

“That’s million?”

“Itis, yes.”

“That’s a big bunch of money.”

“Do you fancy it? Does Dennis want to sell?”

“‘No—I mean, sure, it’s a nice house, but we have one. I'm fine
with one. And no, he doesn’t want to sell, which is part of the deal
here.”

She filled him in as she searched, knew he’d take in every detail
even when he stopped to admire a piece of furniture, some
woodwork, or a ceiling medallion.

“I could get twenty, with the right buyer, and careful staging,” he
mused. “But back to the matter at hand. You know the senator’s a
complete burke—at least from my personal leanings.”



“‘He’s a complete burke from my perspective from what | got out of
Mira, and what Mr. Mira didn’t say. But it'll be nice to find him alive.”

“‘Agreed.”

With Roarke she walked back to the study. It smelled of sweeper
dust and chemicals now.

‘I knew Bradley Mira, a little.”

“Get out.”

“A very little,” Roarke added. “And mostly by reputation. He was
respected and admired. Have you run his background?”

“‘No, not immediately applicable.”

“The prosecuting attorney for New York—before your time and
mine. | believe there was some family money, and he made more.
He became Judge Mira, and retired more than a decade ago—likely
closer to two decades, if memory serves. He spent the last part of
his life doing good works, as you see here from all the plaques
displayed. An admirable man who, by all accounts, lived a good and
productive life.”

“Mr. Mira loved him, that comes through loud and clear. Twenty
million?”

With those wild and canny blue eyes, Roarke scanned. “With the
right buyer, yes.”

“Half of that’s big motivation to find the right buyer. | need to talk to
this Realtor, which means | have to talk to whoever made the
appointment for Edward Mira. But now, | want to talk to the
housekeeper and the wife. Housekeeper’s on the way to the wife.”

“Why don'’t | drive, and you can run backgrounds?”

“It's a plan. Let me check on the canvass first.”

Sila Robarts lived with her husband of twenty-seven years a few
blocks away in the second-floor apartment of a converted townhome.
She ran a cleaning company, Maid to Order, while her husband
owned and operated We’re Handy—a handyman business.

They’d raised two children, both of whom worked within the two
companies, and had three grandchildren.

“They own the place.” Eve nodded at the white brick townhouse
after Roarke parked. “Use the first floor for their businesses, live on
the second.” She pressed the buzzer for the apartment at the front
entrance.



A woman’s voice, brisk and impatient, said, “Yes?”

‘NYPSD, Mrs. Robarts. We need to speak with you.”

“What the hell for? Let me see ID. Hold it up for the camera.”

Eve held up her badge.

“What happened? Is one of my kids hurt?”

“No, ma’am. We just need to speak with you. Dennis Mira gave
me your name and address.”

“Mr. Dennis? Is he okay? What's this— Hell.” The woman cut
herself off, buzzed them in.

A hallway cut the first floor in half, with doors to the maid service
and the handyman business on either side. Another door at the back
was marked PRIVATE.

It, too, buzzed open.

They took the stairs up to the second floor, and a pair of double
doors. One of them swung open.

“Are you sure Mr. Dennis is okay? Who are you?”

‘NYPSD,” Eve repeated, and once again offered her badge.
“Lieutenant Dallas.”

“Dallas? Dallas?” The woman had enormous eyes of bitter-
chocolate brown and hair nearly the same color piled in a knot on top
of her head. At the name, the eyes went big as planets. “Roarke?
Dallas? | saw the vid, | listened to the book. Oh my sweet Jesus.
Mel! Mel! Get out here. Something terrible’s happened to the Miras.”

“Mrs. Robarts, calm down. The Miras are fine.”

“You're Homicide,” Sila snapped, pulling at the neck of a
sweatshirt bearing her company’s logo. “You think | don’t know that?”
she demanded as footsteps pounded in from the rear of the
apartment. “You work with Miss Charlotte.”

“What happened to them?” The man who ran in moved fast for a
big guy. He had to be two-fifty spread over about six foot two. An
Arena Ball player’s build. “Was there an accident?”

“I think they were murdered!”

“What? What?” The big guy grabbed his hysterical wife, and
looked about to join her in the wailing parade. “Oh my God. My God!
How—"

“Quiet!” Eve boomed it over the hysteria. “Both the Miras are fine,
and probably sitting down eating dinner and maybe having a really



big drink. Now everybody just calm the hell down, and sit the hell
down!”

Tears rolled out of those bitter-chocolate eyes. “They’re all right?
You swear it?”

“If it'll stop the madness I'll sign an oath on it in my own blood.”

“Okay, sorry.” She swiped at her cheeks. “Sorry, Mel.”

“What the hell, Sila?”

“It's Dallas and Roarke.”

“‘Dallas and . . . somebody’s dead.”

“A lot of people are dead,” Eve pointed out. “But none of them are
Charlotte and/or Dennis Mira.”

“l got scared, that’s all.” Sila sniffled. “I got so scared. They’re
family.”

“Then understand they’re mine, t0o.”

“Mr. Dennis speaks highly of you. He came by when | was
cleaning the big house, and listening to the book. The Icove book. |
asked if he knew you, seeing as you worked with Miss Charlotte, and
he said he did, and you were good, caring people. And courageous. |
just love that man.”

“Okay.” Eve could relate. “He’s okay.”

“I'm going to get you a glass of wine,” Mel said to his wife. “I can
get you some wine,” he added to Eve and Roarke.

“Thanks, but on duty.”

“I'm not,” Roarke said cheerfully, “and I'd love a glass of wine.”

“l can get you something else, Miss Dallas. Coffee, tea maybe.
Got Pepsi.”

“Pepsi?” Sila narrowed her still damp eyes. “Melville Robarts, you
said you were cutting that out.”

The big man hunched his shoulders like a small boy caught
swiping cookies. “Maybe there’s a stray tube or two around.”

“I'll take it,” Eve said to settle the matter. “It's Lieutenant. You work
for Dennis Mira, clean his grandfather’s house.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Look, let’s sit down, like you said.”

Sila moved off into the living area, a comfortable space and so
clean it nearly sparkled, sank into a high-backed chair of bold blue.

“My mama did for Judge Mira and Miss Gwen almost as long as |
can remember. When | got old enough, I'd help out sometimes. Miss



Gwen, she passed. So sudden, too, and the judge, he just lost his
heart, and he passed some months after. My mama still misses
them. So do I.”

“Me, too.” Mel came in with a tray holding three glasses of red
wine and one of iced Pepsi. “I did work for them around the house
when they needed. That’s how | first met Sila—we were sixteen. Is
there trouble, Miss—Lieutenant Dallas?”

“There’s trouble. Mr. Mira is fine,” she said again, “but he was
attacked earlier this evening, in his grandfather’s house.”

“Attacked? In the house?” Once again those dark eyes narrowed.
“The senator went at him, didn’t he? Couldn’t push Mr. Dennis
around with words, so he went at him. Senator Edward Mira. He’s
Mr. Dennis’s cousin, though you wouldn’t know they shared blood.
Different as wet to dry.”

“Why would you think Edward Mira would attack Mr. Mira?”

“Because that man wants his own way, in everything. Nothing but
a bully, and always was, if you ask me. | don’t think much of him or
his snooty wife. They have nice kids, though. Good people, and the
kids’ kids are as sweet as cherry pie. Did you arrest him?”

“No. He didn’t attack Mr. Mira, and was, in fact, attacked himself.
And he’s missing.”

“l don’t understand.”

“Mr. Mira walked in on the attack and was knocked unconscious.
When he came to, Edward Mira was gone, as were the attackers.”

Sila took a gulp of wine, breathed out hard. “I'm sorry for what |
said about him—it’s the truth, but I'm sorry. Was someone trying to
rob them? They’ve got really good security on that house. | never
worried a minute about being there alone or with Mama or my girl.”

“When were you there last?”

“Just today, from about seven-thirty to about two-thirty. My
daughter and | cleaned there today, and my mama came, too. She
can’t clean like she used to, but she loves that house. We went over
bright an’ early, gave it top to bottom—that’s once a month rotation. |
swear to you, we set the alarms and the locks when we finished up.”

“Did anyone come to the door?”

“No, ma’am.”



“Have you noticed anyone, today or otherwise, who shouldn’t be in
the neighborhood? You know what | mean.”

“Yes, | do, and no, | haven't. It's a nice neighborhood. A few retired
folks like the judge, and professionals, mostly. Doctors and lawyers
and the like. Mr. Dennis came by every few weeks, just to say hello
and spend some time in the house.”

“‘How about the senator?”

Her nose wrinkled. “More lately, with dollar signs in his eyes.”

“Sila.”

“I can’t help it. He took some of the furniture—had it taken,” she
corrected, “but Mr. Dennis said it was left to him and it was all right. |
didn’t tell Mr. Dennis how | overheard the senator talking on his ’link
about appraisals for the pieces he took. It would have hurt Mr.
Dennis’s feelings to know what his grandparents loved was being
sold to strangers.”

Eve asked more questions, digging into what she already sensed
was fallow ground. When they rose to leave, Sila touched her arm.

“I want to contact Mr. Dennis, just want to hear his voice. | don’t
think | can settle down until | do. Is that all right?”

“Sure.” Eve hesitated. “Give this about a week, but if you get a
chance, maybe you could go back over there, clean the study. Crime
Scene leaves dust.”

“You can bet | will.”

Eve brooded on their way uptown, then turned to Roarke.

“Selling furniture, wanting to sell the house. Some people are just
greedy, but maybe you can take a good look at his finances. It could
be gambling debts, blackmail over an affair. Maybe he doesn'’t just
want to sell. Maybe he needs to sell.”

“Permission to wiggle my fingers in someone else’s finances is
always delightful. Permission in this case, a veritable treat.”

“You really don'’t like him.”

“Not in the least.”

“Could he force Mr. Mira to sell?”

Smoothly, Roarke maneuvered around a mini, fishtailing on the
slick streets. “| don’t know the particulars, but if they own equal
shares, | think it would be a considerable battle. Dennis could buy
Edward out.”



“Sure, if he has ten million lying around gathering dust.”

“Ten million doesn’t gather dust, it—if used well—makes more
millions. We could easily lend him what he’'d need. Family,” Roarke
added when Eve stared at him.

She took his hand. “I really was going to do the dinner thing. And |
was thinking about a swim with pool sex, and maybe a vid.”

He gave her a slow, easy grin. “All that?”

“I was working out the details. I'm really sorry | didn’t get a chance
to pull it off.”

“We're young yet.”

R oarke pulled the DLE to the curb in front of a gleaming silver
building. Eve smirked when the doorman, who looked like a
formal polar bear in white livery with gold braiding, hustled through
the icy rain to scowl at them.

“You own this place?”

“No. Why don’t we go in, see if we want to.”

“l get to intimidate the doorman,” she said before they got out. “Do
not bribe him.”

“And spoil your fun? What do you take me for?”

She got out, planted her feet as the doorman curled his lip.

“You can’t park that heap here.”

“I just did.”

“Now you're just going to move it. This space is reserved for
pickups, drop-offs. For cabs, limos, and vehicles that aren’t an
embarrassment to the vehicle industry.”

She flipped out her badge. “This is an official NYPSD vehicle, and
it works for me. It stays where | put it.”

“Look, look, I'm all in support for the boys—and girls—in blue, but |
can’t have junkers like that sitting out here.”

“‘Don’t judge a book by its title.”

“What?”
“Cover,” Roarke supplied. “It's cover, darling.”
“Whatever. It stays . . .” She scanned his name tag. “Eugene.

Have you seen Senator Mira tonight?”



“No, haven’t seen him and I've been on the door since four. Look,
look, pull that thing around the corner, into the garage. I'll buzz 'em,
and you won'’t have to pay.”

“Some might consider that attempting to bribe a police officer. I'm
going to let it pass. How about Mrs. Mira?”

“Her social secretary left about twenty minutes ago, so as far as |
know Mrs. Mira’s up there. What's the beef here?”

“I’'m going to have one with you if you don'’t clear us up to the Mira
apartment, and now. It's been a long day, pal, and now I'm wet and
cold. | can make your life a living hell should | choose to do so.”

“Cops,” he mumbled under his breath and lumbered back to the
doors. He stomped over to the lobby comp.

“Mrs. Mira or one of her people have to clear you. They bought a
private elevator, and if | try to send you up without clearance, that
trips an alarm. And it's my job. You can make my life a living hell,
but, sister, you’ve got nothing on my wife. | lose my job, she’ll make
me wish | was in hell.”

“That’s Lieutenant Sister—and let them know the NYPSD needs to
speak with Mrs. Mira.”

He tapped something on the screen, then put on an earpiece for
privacy. “Yo, Hank, it's Eugene on the door. | got the NYPSD down
here needing to speak with the boss. Uh-huh. Yeah, that’s next. Got
it.”

He turned to Eve. “Need to scan that for verification, and Mrs.
Mira’s security is informing her you want to come up.”

“Scan away.”

Once he verified, he went back to the screen and Hank. “Dallas,
Lieutenant Eve, verified. All right. Security wants to know what you
want to talk to Mrs. Mira about.”

“I'll discuss that with Mrs. Mira, in order to respect her privacy.”

“She said— Okay, you heard her. | got it.”

He turned away from the screen to gesture to the last elevator in a
line of three. “That’s the private. I'm going to send you straight up.
Security will meet you.”

“Dandy.” Eve strolled to the elevator with Roarke, waited for the
doors to open.



They did so with barely a whisper. The car had soft gold walls, a
bench padded with royal blue on each side, and a small table
holding a vase of white roses on the back wall.

“Who does that?” Eve wondered. “Who puts flowers in an
elevator?”

Roarke continued to work on his PPC. “They purchased the entire
top floor—that’s four units and terraces—eight years ago.”

“The whole top floor.”

“Indeed they did, to the tune of twelve-point-three million. You did
say to have a go at their finances.”

“| figured that for when we’re home.”

“The anticipation was too much for my fragile willpower. Oh, the
car has ears and eyes as well, but | took the liberty of jamming both
when we got in.”

“You do keep busy.”

“Idle hands are the devil's workshop.”

“Why? They're idle when you’re sleeping—does he set up shop
then? Are we all supposed to stay awake using our hands so the
devil doesn’t make stuff? What if you broke your hand? Is he doing
his workshop thing while you’re waiting to have it fixed?”

Roarke contemplated the pale gold ceiling. “Such a simple, if
moralistic, phrase now thoroughly destroyed.”

“I keep busy, too.” Pleased with herself, she strode off when the
doors whispered open.

A big, built black guy, who looked as if he should grace the cover
of some men’s fashion mag, stepped forward in the wide entrance
foyer. There were more white roses, more benches, subdued lighting
—and double doors, firmly closed.

“Lieutenant, sir,” he said to them with a faint British accent. “I'll
need to stow and secure your weapons as well as any electronic
devices before | let you in to see Mrs. Mira.”

“Not a single, solitary chance in hell.”

“Then I'm afraid, without a warrant, this is as far as you go.”

“All right. I'll assume Mrs. Mira isn’'t concerned about her husband
being attacked and possibly kidnapped this evening. Any change
there, she can contact me at Central tomorrow. I’'m going off duty.



Let’s go eat spaghetti,” she said to Roarke and turned back to the
elevator.

“Just a minute. Are you claiming Mr. Mira’s been attacked?”

“With meatballs,” Eve added. “And a nice glass of wine.”

“Sounds absolutely perfect to me. In front of the fire?” Roarke
added. “It's a night for a fire in the hearth.”

“Lieutenant Dallas!”

She glanced back over her shoulder. “Are you talking to me?”

“‘Has Senator Mira been injured?”

“‘Look, Hank, I'm here to speak with Mandy Mira on official police
business. She either agrees to the access or she doesn’t. Stop
wasting my time.”

“Please wait here. | need a minute.”

“That’s what you’ve got. Sixty seconds. From right now.” She lifted
her arm, deliberately consulting her wrist unit as Hank opened the
doors, slipped inside.

Then she drew a deep breath. “Why are people so bitchy to
cops?”

‘I can’t imagine, but now | actively crave spaghetti.”

“We’ll get there.” She turned around as the doors opened again on
the thirty second mark.

“If you’ll come in, Mrs. Mira will be right with you.”

“Fine. She’s got about twenty-five seconds left.”

“Lieutenant,” he began, looking relieved when he was interrupted
by the quick click of heels.

Mandy Mira was a tall, impressive-looking woman with a
statuesque figure and a gilded swing of hair. It fascinated Eve that
one side stopped at the ear while the other curved at her chin.

Eyes, coldly blue under a sweep of deep brown eyebrows,
managed to convey annoyance and boredom.

“What is this nonsense? I’'m not accustomed to having the police
at my door, and don’t appreciate you using some wild fabrication of
an attack to worm your way in.”

“Have you spoken to your husband in the last couple hours, Mrs.
Mira?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Okay, sorry for the worming in.” Eve turned to go.



‘I demand to know what this is about!”

“This is about investigating a reported attack on Edward Mira and
the fact that he subsequently went missing.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Then you can contact him right now, prove that, and we’ll be out
of your hair with sincere apologies for the interruption to your
evening.”

“‘Hank!” She actually snapped her fingers. “Contact Senator Mira.”

“‘Ma’am, I've attempted to do so, on all numbers. | can’t reach
him.”

“Give me that thing.” She snatched Hank’s ’link out of his hand,
strode off with it on sky-high, sky-blue heels.

“Wow, she must be a joy to work for,” Eve commented.

She stuck her hands in her pockets, took a measure of the living
space.

A lot of chilly blues, selected, Eve deduced, because they
matched Mandy Mira’s eyes. And everything slick and sleek and
shiny.

Just as well they hadn’t been asked to sit, as every chair looked
like an ass-bruiser.

Another huge display of white roses sitting on a glossy white piano
—and white drapes framing the wall of glass leading to a terrace. By
the time she’d gotten to the portrait of the senator and his wife over
the unlit fireplace, Mandy’s outrage shot back at her.

“What do you mean you don’t know? You’re paid to know. If you
want to continue to be paid, you’ll contact Senator Mira now. Is that
understood?”

She stormed back, shoved the ’link at Hank. “The senator is
currently incommunicado, which should be no concern of yours.
However, | want an explanation. Why are you here, suggesting
something has happened to him?”

“Are you aware your husband had an appointment today with a
Realtor regarding his grandfather’'s home?”

“lam.”

“Do you have the name and contact of said Realtor?”

“I have no interest whatsoever in that property or its disposition.”

“| take that as a no. Your husband’s cousin Dennis Mira—"



“Oh, for God’s sake.” Mandy waved that away as if it were a
vaguely unpleasant odor. “If Dennis contacted you, he’s wasted your
time as well as mine. He’s a foolish and befuddled little man, and
one strangely attached to that property. I'd say he arranged all this to
complicate the sale, but that’s far too much complex thinking for
Dennis.”

Roarke laid a hand on Eve’s arm, squeezed lightly. He spoke
before she could so she only imagined—vividly—plowing her fist into
Mandy Mira’s face.

“Dennis Mira was assaulted seconds after he tried to rush to the
aid of your injured husband. If you’d stop interrupting,” Roarke
continued in a tone cold enough to freeze the balls Eve imagined
Mandy sported under her white silk lounging pants, “the lieutenant
could give you the details.”

“And who are you?”

“‘Roarke, and at the moment, Lieutenant Dallas’s civilian
consultant.”

Those cold eyes narrowed. “Of course. Yes, of course. | know who
you are—both of you. Riffraff. And here, no doubt, at the instigation
of Dennis and Charlotte Mira. You can go back and tell them I'm not
interested in their pitiful ploys, and my husband will do whatever he
chooses to do with that ridiculous old house and everything in it. If
you come here again trying to stir up trouble, I'll have something to
say about it to the governor—and we’ll see how long Charlotte
continues her embarrassing association with the police. Hank, put
these people out. Now.”

Eve leaned forward, just a little. “You can kiss my ass.”

Color flooded Mandy’s face. “How dare you. You can be sure ['ll
contact your superior and report your behavior.”

“That would be Whitney, Commander Jack. Cop Central.” Eve took
out her badge. “Make a note of the name and number. | cleaned up
some of your husband’s blood in that ridiculous old house today—
you think about that. You think about that and the fact that you can’t
find him. And you remember Dennis Mira ended up unconscious on
the floor, shedding some of his own blood because he tried to help.
And you—"’

“‘Eve,” Roarke murmured.



“No, bullshit, not done. And you think about the fact a cop came to
your door to inform you, to gather information in the investigation of
your husband’s whereabouts, and you stonewalled. As a cop I'm
now looking right at you, right straight at you as my chief suspect.

“You got anything hiding in your closets, sister? | guarantee I'll find
it.”

Astonished outrage stripped Mandy Mira’s face of color. “Get them
out. Get them out of my house.”

She stalked off as Eve turned back to the entrance foyer.

Hank closed the doors behind them.

“Lieutenant? Sir? | want to apologize for—”

“You got your job, I've got mine.”

“Are you certain Senator Mira was injured, and is missing?”

“Yes.” The change in tone had her glancing back at him. “Do you
know who he was set to meet at the brownstone today?”

“I don’t, but I'll try to find out. | do know he was due home more
than an hour ago. | should be home myself, but Mrs. Mira insisted |
stay until he got home.”

“Is that usual?”

“I's not unusual. If | find out anything that can help, I'll contact you
at Central. Just FYI—she will contact the governor and your
commanding officer.”

“She can contact God as far as I'm concerned.”

When the elevator doors shut, Roarke slid his hand down to take
hers. He could all but feel the rage vibrating off her skin.

“I'll be Riff,” he said.

“What?”

“I'll be Riff, which leaves you with Raff.”

He saw the momentary confusion on her face, then the quick glint
—a reluctant humor—in her eyes. “Why do you get Riff? Because it’s
first?”

“Because | like the sound of it. | think it suits me. You’re more a
Raff, definitely. My Raff.”

“That’s Lieutenant Raff.”

“As you like.”

“You’re trying to calm me down so | don’t bust up the elevator.”



“It's a by-product of calming myself. | don’t often have an urge to
strike a woman—it’s just against my nature. But | had a powerful one
up there.”

“When | mentally punched her, blood exploded out of her nose.”
“Well then, that will have to do us both. And yet . . .” He brought
her fingers to his lips. “We’ll go home and work into all hours trying to

find the breathtakingly rude bitch’s husband.”

“He has to be a dick. Nobody would stay married to that unless he
was a dick. But yeah, we’ll work on it.”

He kept her hand in his as they crossed the lobby. “Maybe he
faked an abduction to escape her.”

“It would be hard to blame him, except he’s a dick.”

She contacted Mira as Roarke drove home, let her know she’d
notified Mandy Mira.

“‘How did she take it?”

“She claims it’s bullshit you and Mr. Mira cooked up, insulted me,
Roarke, both of you, and intends to contact the governor and
Whitney to report me. | told her to kiss my ass.”

“I'll take care of it.”

“Hey, no. | don’t want you to—"

“I'll take care of it, Eve. | insist. Expect an apology.”

‘I don’t want her to—"

“Don’t argue with me on this.”

Eve started to do just that, but saw the fatigue, the strain. “Okay,
fine. How’s Mr. Mira?”

“‘He’s all right. No worrying symptoms. I'll keep an eye on him
tonight, but | truly believe he’s fine. Worried about Edward, of
course.”

“Let him know we’re working on it, and I'll be in touch if and when.”

She clicked off before Mira could thank her again, and considered
investigative approaches as they turned through the gates, and
toward home.

Lights gleamed welcome in the dozens and dozens of windows,
glowing against the dignified stone, even in the fanciful turrets.

She considered coming home to such a wonder after an endless
day her personal miracle.

They got out opposite sides of the car, circled around.



“How long did it take you to design the house—the whole elegant
fortress with a touch of castle?”

“Oh, | spent years building it in my head as a boy. Every time |
went to bed hungry or bruised, it got bigger.”

Since his childhood had been as much a nightmare as her own, it
surprised her he’d restrained himself to just huge.

“I pulled it in a bit,” he said, taking her hand again as they
approached the door. “Eliminated the guard towers, the moat, and
accepted that the catapults of my fancy had no practical purpose.”

‘I don’t know. Catapults would be pretty frosty.”

When they stepped inside, she saw the first thing she’d have
loaded into one: Roarke’s majordomo.

Summerset stood in his habitual black suit—the living corpse who
haunted the house. The fat cat gave one of Summerset’s bony legs
a rub, then jogged over to twine through Eve’s, Roarke’s, in a kind of
pudgy feline ballet.

Eve waited a beat for the expected sneering remark on how late
they’d come home, or some other insult. But he only said:

“Mr. Mira?”

“He’s right enough,” Roarke said, shrugging out of his coat. “Eve’s
just spoken with Dr. Mira.”

“I'm glad to hear it. If there’s anything | can do, you’ve only to let
me know.”

He drifted away in that nearly silent way of his, leaving Eve
frowning after him.

“After a day like this, | don’t even get to take a shot at him?”

“You told a former senator’s wife to kiss your ass.” He slipped off
Eve’s coat. “Be satisfied with that.”

“That was a professional kiss my ass.”

Roarke gave Galahad a quick rub before starting up the steps.
“There’s always tomorrow.”

Since that would have to be good enough, Eve went up with him,
and the cat thumped up the steps behind them.

“Dinner first,” he insisted. “We’ll have it in the bedroom with the
fire, and the wine.”

She could live with that. After, she’d set up a board in her office,
do some runs, harangue the detective in Missing Persons she’'d



alerted. Roarke could check finances, which would entertain him.
She could—

“I'll deal with the fire and the wine,” Roarke said. “You deal with the
pasta.”

“Right. Okay. I'm going to contact his two kids, just see if they
have any information. | can hit this brain trust of his in the morning if
nothing’s turned up.”

“You mean a body. You think like a murder cop, don’t you?”

“I am a murder cop. A body, because if this was kidnapping, a
straight deal, there’'d have been a demand for ransom. If someone
just hauled him off to get something out of him, maybe they let him
go after.”

“‘But why?”

She programmed the spaghetti, added the herbed breadsticks
they both liked. “Yeah, why? Unless it's some deal where he’d have
to keep it zipped or be in worse. | don’t know enough about him yet
to get a solid handle. Instinct says we’'ll find the body, but that’s
maybe knee-jerk.”

“His wife doesn’t love him.”

The cop she’d been would have reached that conclusion, but the
cop she’d become, the one who knew love, was certain of it. “Not
even in the general vicinity of love. But she’s territorial, protective of
their status. | don’t see her setting this up. Maybe | find something
that swings it that way. Mira said he played around, but the wife
didn’t care. Maybe she started to care for some reason—threat of
divorce and loss of status.”

She brought plates with generous portions to the table in the
sitting area of the bedroom. Now the fire crackled, and Roarke
poured deep red wine into glasses.

And the cat watched avidly.

“‘Summerset would’'ve fed him, right?” Eve said.

“Oh, of course.”

“Crap.” She went back to the AutoChef, programmed a small dish
of salmon. “He’ll give us the beady eye while we eat otherwise,” she
claimed when Roarke lifted an eyebrow.

When Galahad pounced like a starving thing on the fish, she went
back to sit, picked up the wine.



“This was supposed to happen hours ago.” She took a deep drink.

“And still, here we are. It's a nice thing, however delayed, to share
a meal in front of the fire on an ugly winter’s night.”

She twirled spaghetti around her fork, sampled. “It seriously
doesn’t suck. The Realtor.” She twirled up another bite. “| need the
Realtor. Either he—or she—is in on it, or got called off. In on it is
most probable.”

She forked off a bite of meatball. “It's not about selling the house.”
She shook her head. “Mr. Mira’s the wedge there. Maybe it’s politics,
maybe it's personal. Maybe he owes somebody a bunch of money.
But they got him into that house—meaning they knew about that
house—where they assumed they’d have plenty of time and privacy.
Mr. Mira screwed that up.”

“So while Dennis is unconscious, they spirit Edward Mira away.
And that requires a vehicle.”

“Yeah, so it's most likely, having that handy, he/she/they planned
to haul him off all along. Tune him up some first. Goes back to why it
sounds personal. Or it's about money, which is pretty personal to a
lot of people. Still . . .”

“If it were money, he’s pushing to sell a valuable property, which
would cover all but the most insane of debts.”

“Exactly. So again, if it's money, the sensible thing is to go after
the obstacle, and that’s Mr. Mira. But they don’t. Odds are on
personal.”

“‘Someone he judged, sentenced,” Roarke suggested. “A relation
or loved one of someone he sentenced. Someone he twisted the
wrong way while in Congress, or someone he passed over for a
position.” Roarke lifted a shoulder. “A man who'’s had those careers
makes enemies.”

“A man who cats around makes them, too. A woman he dumped,
the husband or lover of someone he had an affair with. A lot of
ground on personal.”

Nodding, Roarke twirled some pasta of his own. “Why not just
finish him where he sat?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She continued to eat while it stewed around in
her brain. “That’s why | figured kidnapping at first. But it's been
hours, and no ransom demand. So . . . Wanted more time to play



with him—which again leans toward getting information or just
making him suffer more.”

“The attack came at Dennis from behind.”

She nodded, sampled the wine again. “Took some care he didn’t
see the attacker. Now, cold-blooded? Why not give him another
whack or two, take him out, and use the violence to scare the piss
out of Edward. But, no. He wasn’t on the agenda.”

“Which tells you there is an agenda.”

“Take a look at this.” She shifted in her chair. “The attacker walks
in the house with him. That says to me, he doesn’t know this person,
not as a threat. Or does, again, not as a threat. The Realtor ploy—or
the attacker is a Realtor, and that helped set the trap. Without the vic
around to tell us, or his body to tell us, we don’t know if the attacker
stunned him, lured him, forced him into the study. And we don’t know
why they chose that spot—whether it’s significant—for the tuning up.
Mr. Mira doesn’t think his cousin was restrained in the chair, and |
didn’t see any signs of it on scene. So | think at least two people.
One to hold a weapon on the vic, the other to smack him around.”

“If he owed money, which | hope to find out, they might have been
a couple of spine-crackers. But the ploy to get him to that location
seems a bit sophisticated and unnecessary.”

“Exactly. And why then take him instead of just breaking his legs?
Maybe there will be a ransom demand, but without one, | don’t think
this is about money. Not in the usual sense. We need to cross it off,
but | don'’t feel that.”

“Sex follows next.”

“Yeah. Sex makes people crazy. Mean, vindictive, violent.”

“Promise?” he said and made her choke on her wine.

“Such a pervert.”

“Card-carrying. But you’re talking the nonentertaining and
nonconsensual crazy. And | agree. But . . .” He tore a breadstick in
half, offered her a share. “If beating him to death over an affair, or a
thwarted affair, why take him?”

“‘Mr. Mira.”

Roarke nodded. “The unexpected, perhaps some panic. But not
enough to rush the beating. Take him elsewhere.”



“That’s the one | like. Shit, what do we do now? Let’s get out of
here—take him with us.” She gestured with the breadstick, bit in.
“Five gets you ten we find the body within the next twenty-four.”

“| feel, even for us, such a bet would be in poor taste.”

“Yeah.” As she ate, she wondered who’d come up with the
concept of a ball of meat, and if they’d been properly compensated.
“‘Anyway, I’'m going to approach it as a murder—Ilet Missing Persons
handle it as a missing. But if a body turns up, I'll have a jump on it.
It'll be hard on Mr. Mira, even though he and his cousin weren’t what
you'd call friendly.”

“‘Family’s often a different kettle, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is, and | guess the whole cousin thing can get unwieldy.
Still, when you hear McNab or Peabody talk about their cousins—
then there’s your whole Irish cousins thing—there’s a lot of ties, a lot
of . . . liking. But with this cousin and his fuckhead of a wife, it's not
just a lack of liking or ignoring of ties, it's . . .”

“Contempt,” Roarke said, and she jabbed her fork at him in
agreement.

“That’s the exact word. And anybody who has contempt for
somebody like Mr. Mira has to be an asshole.”

“So you are expecting the dead body of an asshole within the next
twenty-four.”

She nodded, ate one last bite. “Yeah. Doesn’t mean we don’t do
the job. We should add that as like an addendum to the banner the
bullpen made. You know, ‘No matter your race, creed, blah blah, we
protect and serve, because you could get dead.” We should put one
of those . . .”

She squiggled a shape with a finger in the air, making him smile
because he understood her so easily. “Asterisk.”

“Yeah, that thing. And add: ‘Even if you’re an asshole.”

“Past tense might be more applicable, being Homicide. ‘Even if
you were an asshole.”

“Hmm. Good point. And I'd better get started. You'll take the
financials.”

“With considerable delight.”

They walked out together. “I'm going to send Peabody a report,
bring her up to speed. I'll copy Mira on it. It shook her up. You don’t



see her shaken very often, but it really shook her, seeing he’'d been
hurt.”

“‘Love makes us vulnerable.”

“He soothed her. He'’s got this way. | know he was upset, and he
took a hell of a knock, so he was hurt, but he soothed her.”

“And love makes us strong. That'’s its wonder.”

“I don’t know if many people are born kind. Like it's just part of
their DNA. | think Mr. Mira was. So | really wish I'd punched the
Mandy-Bitch.”

“You have your visual of exploding blood.” Roarke patted her
shoulder. “Let that be enough.”

“IIl have to be.”

They split off, her to her office, Roarke toward his that adjoined it.
The cat opted to stick with Eve, and trotted directly to her sleep chair,
leaped up, circled, circled, circled, and collapsed as if he'd run a
marathon.

She went to her desk first, sat, and saw from her incomings the
sweepers had taken her rush-it order to heart.

The blood on the desk chair was Edward Mira’s. Floorboards,
Dennis Mira. The only prints in the study, entranceway, doors,
belonged to: Dennis and Edward Mira; Sila Robarts; Frankie Trent,
Sila’s mother; and Dara Robarts, Sila’s daughter—the
housekeepers.

So the suspects sealed up, she concluded. They’d had a plan.

She began to construct a report, with the sweeper’s early results
attached. Then deciding it best to also copy her commander, cleaned
it up a little. She considered whatever hit she’d take over the “kiss
my ass” comment worth it.

With the book already begun with the reports, her notes, she set
up her board. Pretty thin so far, she thought, circling in and studying
Edward Mira’s ID shot. But still ahead of the game when the body
showed up.

She started back to her desk intending to start deeper runs on all
connected parties, and Roarke stepped in.

“That fast?” she commented.

“Initially. | can tell you the senator could very much use a large
influx of cash.”



“Gambling?”

“Not particularly, no. Lifestyle. And the Mira Institute isn’t yet self-
sustaining. He pumped a lot of money into it, and it continues to
drain his resources. Basically, they spend a great deal. Security,
entertaining, travel. They have the penthouse here in the city,
another home in East Hampton, a pied-a-terre in East Washington.
And memberships at very exclusive country clubs in each location.
The Institute also rents a suite at my Palace Hotel, as well as
carrying a substantial payroll, and very high operating expenses.”

He wandered over, helped himself to the coffee she had on her
desk. “He’s made some poorly considered investments in the last
two or three years, and that’s depleted some of the income. There
has been sporadic income from the sale of some antiques and
collectibles.”

“From the grandfather’s estate.”

“Yes, indeed. But they’ll have to begin to cut a few corners, or sell
off one of their properties, unless they have a serious increase in
cash flow. This includes his two buried accounts, and her one.”

“You found three secret accounts already?” When he merely
sipped her coffee, studied her over the rim, she shook her head. “Of
course you did. lllegal accounts?”

“Questionable, and for a man in his position politically, unethical.
The sale of the house would absolutely give him some breathing
room.”

“But nothing that looks like he owed somebody who'd send the
spine-crackers?”

“I'll look deeper, but what I've already gone through paints a fairly
clear picture. These are people accustomed to a certain lifestyle—
and status—unwilling to pull back on expenses to keep their financial
ship comfortably afloat. For instance, she spends between ten and
twelve thousand a month on salon and spa visits. Not including twice
a year body and face work, which triples that amount. He isn’t far
behind her in that area.”

“Jesus, that’s, what, in the land of a quarter of a mil annually for
vanity.”

“That’s the geography. And this is nothing, really, up against what
he’s invested and continues to invest in the Institute. He put in



twenty million of his own to launch it, and though he receives around
a million annually from it, he pumps that, and a bit more, back in to
keep it running. | can tell you that in the last eighteen months to two
years, money has become a serious issue for him.”

“Okay, he needs to sell—that’s his motive. We need to find out
who gets his share of said potential sale on his death. Wife and/or
kids, most likely.”

She circled the board again. “The wife doesn’t want to give up the
lifestyle. Would she have him killed over it?” Pausing, Eve studied
the ID shot. “Wouldn’t surprise me. She'’s got the chops for it. He
probably has death insurance. He kicks, she’s not only the grieving
widow, but she’d be pretty well set.”

She stuck her hands in her pockets, rocked back on her heels.
Shook her head. “But the method’s all wrong for it. Even if she hired
somebody. Here’s a bunch of money. Beat up my husband, kill him—
and do it in this location because maybe she figures Dennis would
agree to sell under those conditions.”

“My cousin’s grieving wife, he was killed here. Selling it will help us
all heal. Yes.” Considering, Roarke offered her the rest of the coffee.
“I could see it. Convoluted as it is.”

“Too convoluted. Plus, if they’re hired hits, be done with it. You
don’t haul him off.”

“You’re back to personal.”

“Yeah, | am. He doesn’t owe anybody, no signs he’s paying or
extorting blackmail?”

“Not that I've found, no.”

“So, it's about the money for him, but it's not about money for
whoever has him. Sex.”

Roarke wrapped his arms around her waist. “Delighted.”

“Not us, ace. Money, politics, women—those appear to be his
main deals. Money just isn’t playing. Politics—he’s not a senator
anymore, but there’s that brain trust. I'll look into that, but if he’s
fueling it to keep it running, how much influence does it, or he,
have . . . politically? So it comes down to sex. The suite at your
hotel. | bet it makes a nice love nest.”

“We do try to keep such things well-feathered.”



“Ha. | bet you could tug a line and get me some names of
lovebirds Senator Hound Dog might have roosted with. That doesn’t
sound right,” she realized with a frown. “I've lost the colorful
metaphor.”

“But it held long enough. | can tug a line, of course. And if he used
it to entertain, I'll have names or at least faces for you. Give me a
few minutes.”

She went back for more coffee, then sat down to do the runs.

It didn’t surprise her when Roarke finished his task before she did.

“Five women in the past year. I've sent you their names. All
multiple visits, on a weekly basis, most lasting between six and eight
weeks. | want a brandy.”

“Five, in a year. And he’s nearly seventy.”

“Medical science, and we salute it, has made that issue moot.” He
opened the wall slot, took out a decanter. “I've sent them to you in
order of appearance. | can also tell you: While the senator uses the
suite on the average of once a week for personal purposes, he
generally stays the night. The lady of the moment rarely does.”

She generated ID shots, added them to the board. “All but two
legally married. And the latest is twenty-five. | mean, humping Jesus,
he has more than forty years on her. It’s just wrong.”

When Roarke just swirled and sipped brandy, she narrowed her
eyes. “He’s old enough to be her grandfather.”

‘I don’t like the man—Iless now than | did before—but | can’t help
but admire his . . . stamina.”

“That’s dick-thinking.”
“Well . . .” Roarke glanced down at his own. “It does have
opinions.”

Muttering to herself, she got up to circle the board. “They’re all
lookers, I'll give him that. And not one of them within fifteen years of
his age. This Lauren Canford’s his oldest pick at forty-two. Married,
two kids, a lobbyist. That’s a political thing. And the baby of the
bunch, Charity Downing, twenty-five, single, an artist who works at
Eclectia—a gallery in SoHo. Asha Coppola, on her second marriage,
works for a nonprofit—age thirty-one. Allyson Byson, third marriage
—is that optimism or insanity? Anyway, third marriage at age thirty-



four, no occupation. And Carlee MacKensie, twenty-eight, single,
freelance writer.

“I'll take a look at them, and their spouses.”

“I've some work of my own unless you need something more.”

“No, go ahead. Thanks.”

He gave her until midnight and, as expected, found her starting to
droop over the work.

“That’s a big enough jump on things for one night.”

She didn’t argue, knew she had to let it simmer and settle. And if
she was wrong, Edward Mira might limp home before morning.

But she wasn’t wrong.

“Did you know Mr. Mira and his cousin both went to Yale? The
senator was a year ahead of him—would’ve been two but Mr. Mira
graduated early. And he came out of Yale with that Latin deal—the
magnum thing.

“Magna cum laude.”

“Yeah, that. And the Phi Beta deal, too. Graduated third in his
class. The senator graduated like seventy-whatever in his. Mr. Mira
has all these letters after his name. Don’t know what half of them
are, and he served as class president his senior year, was the
valedictorian. The senator did more than okay, but on an academic
level, Mr. Mira kicked his ass.”

‘I imagine that didn’t sit well with the future senator.”

“I’'m thinking not. Anyway, the Urbans were just starting to rumble,
and Mr. Mira was a frigging captain of the campus peace patrol. The
campus was far enough out of the city, so reasonably safe, but there
was trouble, and demonstrations, and regular bomb threats.”

In the bedroom, she sat to take off her boots. “The senator got his
law degree, and took a job with a law firm in Sunnyside—away from
the conflict. Mr. Mira came back to New York, got his master’s from
Columbia. He got the doctorate from there, too, so they’re both Dr.
Mira. He and Mira cohabbed for like a year.”

She shook her head as she undressed. “| never figured them for
cohabs, you know? And looking into that stuff felt weird. Voyeuristic,
but still. And they’re both starting out their careers and their life
together in a city shaking from the Urbans. They got married at the



grandparents’ house. There was this whole story | dug up. | shouldn’t
have been taking time to look at stuff like that, but . . .”

“I's lovely.”

“Yeah. And it shows another reason why the house matters so
much to him.” She pulled on a sleep shirt, crawled into bed. “The
senator and Mandy tied it up at the Palace—before your time—in a
big, splashy deal.”

She turned to him when he slid into bed with her. “You could’ve
had a big, splashy deal when we tied it up. Why didn’t you?”

“You wouldn'’t have liked it.” He wrapped around her, drawing her
in where he liked her best. “And for myself, | wanted our lives to
begin where it mattered most. Home. | wanted that memory to be
here—like the painting you had done for me. Of the two of us, under
the arbor on our wedding day.”

She let out a sigh. “Maybe we’ll make it there.”

“Make it where?”

But she’d already dropped away into sleep, and didn’t answer.



3

She hovered just under the surface of sleep with strange little
dreams winding through, braiding together, then fading off like
ribbons of smoke.

Despite the misty parade of dreams, more odd than disturbing,
she felt warm and secure and content.

So when Roarke shifted away, she edged over, holding on to that
warmth, that security, that contentment.

His lips brushed her brow as he started to untangle himself from
her.

She said, “Uh-uh.”

“Sleep,” he murmured, and would have lifted her arm away but
she tightened her hold.

“Too early. Still dark. Stay.”

“I've a holo conference in—"

She just didn’t care, and angling her head found his mouth in the
dark.

She wanted not just the arousal, but the intimacy of the quiet, the
silky splendor of unity before the world woke and pulled them both
back into the bright and the hard.

Just him—she wanted just him—in the big bed under the sky
window before dawn crept in cold.

So she drew him with her into the soft and the sweet.

He heard her sigh with the kiss that built a shimmering bridge
between night and day, one that poured love into him like liquid gold.
And she shifted over him, laying heart to heart, mouth to mouth,
body to body.

The long lines of her enchanted him: smooth skin, firm muscle. His
hands roamed, slid under the thin shirt she slept in, glided up the
lean length. He thought he could be content, his world complete, if a
moment just like this spun into forever.



Then she rose up, tugged her shirt up and away, and took him in.

Pleasure leaped, one hot, hard bound, then settled into soft beats,
like a pulse, a proof of life. They were shadows in the dark,
cocooned in its secrets, bathed in its silence, enspelled by each
other. She rocked him, rocked herself, toward bliss with slow,
undulating movements that gripped his heart, ruled his body.

He rose up to her, his hands lost in her hair, his mouth locked on
hers, and his heart—all its chambers—flooded with love. They took
each other now into the slow burn of sensations kindled by that
steady flame of love, beat by beat until the pulse was all.

Joined, they rose and they fell together.

Again she sighed, still wound around him, her cheek pressed to
his. “Okay,” she said, sighing again. “Okay.”

When he lay back with her, she was limp as melted wax and just
as warm. He brushed his hand over her hair, over her cheek, made
her smile.

“| think we’ll make it.”

“‘Didn’t we just?”

Still smiling, she jabbed a finger in his belly. “Not that—though that
was really nice. | guess my brain keeps circling around the Miras.
You weren’t there with them at the crime scene. It was . . . it's the
way they look at each other, and touch. A couple times | had to look
away because it felt like | was intruding. They’ve been married for
decades, but when you see them like that . . . like last night? You
know why.”

She closed her eyes. “| want that. | never thought | did or could or
would, but | want that. | want to be with you for decades and have
you still look at me the way he looks at her.”

“You're the love of my life. And always will be.”

“Maybe you could tell me that in like thirty years.”

“That’s a promise. And now, love of my life, go back to sleep.”

She frowned when he rolled out of bed. “It's the middle of the
night.”

“It's near to half five now.”

“Some people, who aren’t you, consider that the middle of the
night.”



“It's the middle of the day in Europe, and I've a holo conference
very shortly.”

While he went to shower, she half dozed, but found her mind
wouldn’t shut down again. She barely heard him come out, dress—
the man moved like a shadow.

Which probably factored into his success as a thief back in the
day.

Alone, she lay another few minutes, then gave it up.

“Lights twenty-five percent.”

When they came on, she nearly jolted. The cat was sprawled at
the foot of the bed, giving her the beady eye.

“Christ, you're as bad as Roarke, skulking around.”

She figured the early morning sex had annoyed the cat, but it had
set her up just fine. She programmed coffee, started fueling her brain
as she went into the shower.

Since she beat Roarke to the AutoChef, she programmed
breakfast for both of them—nothing like waffles on a cold January
morning to her mind—and left them under their warming domes
while she dressed.

She sat down with coffee, her PPC, and got a jump on her
workday.

“‘Now, here’s a lovely sight on a bitter winter’s day.”

She glanced over, decided he was a pretty good sight himself in
his ruler-of-the-business-world suit. “Finished buying Europe
already?”

“Not buying today—so far—just a bit of engineering and tech
advancing through the R&D stage. And well advancing.”

He sat, poured coffee from the pot on the table, then uncovered
the breakfast plates. “Waffles, is it?”

“It should almost always be. I'm having Peabody meet me at the
Mira Institute at eight sharp. | want to get a sense of the place, what
Edward Mira had going there. We should have time to grab an
interview with a couple of his skirts before we have to head back.
Trueheart’s getting his shield at oh-ten hundred.”

“I hate to miss that, particularly since you’ll be in uniform.” He
watched her drown her waffles in butter and syrup.



So did Galahad, who began a stealthy inch-by-inch bellying
forward until Roarke cocked an eyebrow at him. The cat rolled onto
his back, batting busily at the air.

“I'll be stripping off the uniform as soon as the ceremony’s over.”

“I really hate to miss that.”

“Ha ha. We'll hit the rest of the skirts, then talk to his offspring.
Maybe they’ll have more to say than his wife.”

“I assume you've already checked, and he hasn’t shown up. Alive
or dead.”

“‘Not so far. I'll check in again later with Missing Persons, and have
Peabody keep up a running check with hospitals. Got a BOLO on
him, and an alert.”

She stuffed in more waffles, and thought if every day started off
with sex and waffles, people would maybe be less inclined to Kill
each other.

Or maybe not.

“If he shows up dead, I'll get tagged,” she added. “Meanwhile, I'm
having the locals check his other residences, just in case. | expect
the lab to confirm the elephant this morning.”

“That’s not a phrase you hear often.”

“Heavy object used to whack Mr. Mira. Fancy elephant statue. |
dreamed it came to life and started rampaging through that
brownstone. It's only about this big.” She stopped eating long
enough to hold up her hands. “But still, elephant.”

“There are times | envy the creativity of your dream life.”

“I think | stunned it before it got out and tore up the neighborhood,
but it's vague, and it sort of rolled into another one.”

“The elephant rolled into another elephant?”

“No, the dream—uwell, sort of the elephant. | had it in Interview.
You know like: You're looking at attempted murder, Mr. Phant, but if
you cooperate | can see about dealing that down to simple assault.”

He laughed hard enough to have Galahad making another try for
waffles. Roarke just waved the cat away. “Is it a wonder | adore you?
‘Mr. Phant.”

“Yeah, it seems funny now, but | was pretty serious. | think the
damn elephant’s the only tangible thing I've got here, and it was
nothing more than handy. It doesn’t apply.”



“It was used to hurt someone who matters a great deal to you.”

“Yeah, | guess. I'm going to try to swing by there sometime today,
depending on how things go.” Since they were there, she plucked a
fat blackberry out of the little bowl, frowned. “Am | supposed to take
something? Like, | don’t know, flowers or something?”

“I wouldn’t think it's necessary, but flowers or a small token? Never
wrong.”

“Okay, well, we'll see how it goes.” She polished off the waffles.
“I'm going to review a couple things, check in with Mira, and get
going.”

“Let me know if the senator shows up, one way or the other, would
you?”

“Sure.”

“I'll be seeing Nadine later today,” he said when Eve rose to strap
on her weapon harness, toss a jacket over it. “She’s got where she
wants to be down to a warehouse space prime for conversion and a
triplex on the Upper West Side.”

“Triplex—a penthouse kind of thing, slick building, fully secured,
lots of amenities?”

“Itis, yes.”

“Tell her to take the triplex. She might think a warehouse is frosty,
and how she can renovate it, make it slick and sleek, but the process
would make her crazy. Plus, when? She’s got her gigs at Channel
Seventy-five, the book thing, blah blah.”

She glanced back at him. “Both of them yours?”

“They are—she eliminated several other locations and properties,
then asked me to suggest two of mine. And asked if I'd take her
through both today. She’s been having nightmares and wants to get
out of her apartment.”

“Told her not to open the damn door,” Eve muttered. “Triplex,
done.” She walked back, leaned over, and kissed him. “Later.”

He tugged her back for another kiss. “Take care of my cop.”

“l gotta, since you’ve got something to tell me about thirty years
from now. Triplex,” she repeated as she started out. “Tell her to stop
fucking around and do it.”



he’'d assumed she’d left in plenty of time—even early—but traffic
snarled and stalled the entire way. She reached the Chrysler
S Building, wondering why more people didn’t work from home
and leave the streets to those who really needed them. She
hunted up parking, then traveled two blocks on foot.

Roarke had been correct about the bitter morning. The sky was a
bowl of hard, pale blue, and the air was just as hard and pale. She
stuffed her hands in the pockets of her coat, searching for warmth,
and found gloves.

New gloves, with some sort of lining that felt like a warm cloud. It
wouldn’t take her long to lose them, she thought, but for the moment,
they were welcome.

She started to tag Peabody to get an ETA, then spotted her
partner at the crosswalk.

There was no mistaking that pink coat in a sea of blacks, grays,
and dark blues. Add the multicolored hat on the short flip of dark hair,
the mile of scarf—in bleeding blues today—and she could’ve spotted
Peabody six blocks off.

She waited while her partner joined the river surge across the
street.

“‘How’s Mr. Mira?” Peabody asked immediately. “Did you check
this morning?”

“Not yet. | don’t want to bother them if they’re sleeping.”

“Yeah, but if he has a concussion—"

“Mira will haul him to the hospital if he needs it. He looked okay
yesterday by the time | sent them home.”

“I hate that somebody hurt him.”

“They could’'ve done worse—be glad they didn’t.”

She turned toward the entrance of the grand Deco building.

“I never put it together he was related to Senator Mira. | mean,
could they be less alike?”

Eve frowned as she pushed through the door. “You know Edward
Mira?”

“Yes. | mean, not personally. Politically. Free-Ager,” Peabody
reminded her. “I pretty much disagree with everything he’s for,
but...”



Peabody trailed off, gaping and neck-craning like a tourist. “I've
never been in here. It's abso mag!”

“Stop gawking.” Eve added an elbow jab. “Be a fricking cop.”

It impressed, sure, with its three-story entrance, the golden-red
marble walls, the glow of the golden floors and palatial pillars.

But cops didn’t gawk.

Eve left Peabody trailing behind her—likely still gawking—and
approached one of the info screens.

Welcome. Please state your desired destination.

“The Mira Institute.”
The image of the iconic building on screen morphed into the logo
for the Institute.

The Mira Institute occupies floors thirty and thirty-one, with its
main lobby on floor thirty. Please state the party or department
you wish to visit, and you will be directed.

“The main lobby works.”

Please see the guard at the security station for screening and
admittance. Enjoy your visit and the rest of your day.

Even as Eve turned, two uniformed guards stepped in front of her.

“Keep your hands visible. You need to come with us.”

Already been screened, she thought, and their weapons had
alerted security.

“We’re NYPSD. I’'m going to reach for my badge. Got that?”

She kept her moves slow just in case one of them had a jumpy
stunner finger, took out her badge.

The man she showed it to took it, ran it with a pocket scanner.
“Lieutenant,” he said, handing it back. “We’ll need to see yours, to0o,”
he added to Peabody.

Once satisfied, he nodded and his companion stepped away,
murmured into a lapel mic.



“You're clear. Take the east bank of elevators to thirty. I'll alert
them. Otherwise, you’ll be stopped when you get off. They have
secondary security on thirty.”

“Appreciate it.”

They crossed the lobby, joined a small, chatty group getting on the
elevator. She smelled coffee in someone’s go-cup, so sweet it nearly
made her teeth ache, and someone else’s overly floral perfume. Two
women chirped like mynah birds about hitting the inventory sales
downtown on their lunch break, while some guy in a Russian
cossack hat droned on into his pocket 'link about a nine o’clock staff
meeting.

Eve decided if she was forced to always work in an office, she’d
just jump out the nearest window and be done with it.

The mynah birds got off on twenty. Coffee-flavored sugar on
twenty-three. Drenched in flowers glided off on spike-heeled boots
and a swish of black coat on twenty-seven.

They got off on thirty with the droner.

Reception centered around an S-shaped counter backed by a
floor-to-ceiling logo in sober and serious block letters. The waiting
area faced the wide window, tinted to cut the glare. Black gel sofas
ranged alongside a trio of gold scoop chairs with controls in their
wide backs for music, refreshment, privacy settings, and
communication. A life-size portrait of Edward Mira peered down
righteously from the far wall.

A woman manned the first wide curve of the counter. She wore a
black suit with thin silver piping and triangular shoulders sharp
enough to slice bread. She worked busily at a muscular computer,
but paused to flash a welcoming smile.

“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. Security notified me of
your arrival. How can | help you today?”

“We need to speak to whoever’s in charge.”

“Of what?”

Eve pointed at the enormous logo. “Of this.”

“I'm afraid Senator Mira isn’t in. If you'd tell me the nature of your
visit, | should be able to direct you to the appropriate party.”

“The second in command.”



The faintest flicker of annoyance ran through the polite mask.
“Perhaps Ms. MacDonald or Mr. Book could assist you. If you'd care
to take a seat, I'll see if either are available.”

“They’ll want to be.” Rather than moving to the waiting area, Eve
simply stood where she was.

“One moment.”

The woman tapped a control on the arm of her chair. It glided
along the S, stopped at the far curve. She tapped her earpiece,
turned one of her lethally clad shoulders.

“It feels like nobody here knows the founder’s missing.”

Eve glanced toward the portrait. “The detective on the missing
angle’s started the ball rolling. I'd say it hasn’t rolled this far yet.”

“But wouldn’t his wife—"

“You had to be there,” Eve said as the receptionist glided back.

“Ms. MacDonald will see you. If you'll just take the elevator to
three-one, someone will escort you to her office.”

Eve stepped in, requested the floor. Then shook her head when
Peabody pulled out her PPC. “I ran the top dogs last night.
MacDonald, Tressa, forty-three. Divorce times two. One offspring,
male. Law degree, Harvard with a side of poli-sci. Clerked for Judge
Mira back in the day, served as his chief of staff during the senator
years.”

“That’s a lot without notes.”

“I figure the senator did her along the way, and she deserves a
close look.”

If the entrance to thirty had been slickly professional, the thirty-first
floor hit palatial.

Yeah, Eve thought, this was top-dog territory with its thick red rugs
over white marble. Three people worked at the single curve of red
counter, and lush potted trees flanked the window wall. Seating ran
to slate-gray leather arranged in conversational groupings. Currently
the gigantic wall screen split to show six of the twenty-four/seven
media broadcasts.

It wouldn’t be long, Eve thought, before those broadcasts included
stories on former Senator Mira—alive or dead.

As they started for the counter, a beefy man with a neck thick as a
boar’s came through double, frosted doors.



He looked like a brawler wearing a ten-thousand-dollar suit.

“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. I'm Aiden Bannion, Ms.
MacDonald’s admin. I'll take you to her office.”

She’d never seen anyone who looked less like an admin, but
followed him through the doors and into an open office area where
workstations were separated by willpower rather than structure.

She smelled coffee and someone’s take-out breakfast while voices
clashed, ’links jangled, keyboards clattered.

If you took away the fancy floors and colors, the fashionable
wardrobe and footwear, it wasn’'t much different from her own
bullpen.

They wound through, past offices with doors firmly closed, and to
the corner office with the double doors signaling its rank.

As these were open, he stepped straight in.

“Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody.”

“Thanks, Aiden—two seconds.” She tapped her earpiece. “I'm
back. If you take care of your end on that, I'll take care of mine. By
end of day. That's great. We'll talk later. Bye now.”

She rose as she signed off, a small, slender woman in a soft gray
suit with a little frill of white over the cleavage. She wore her hair,
flaming, fiery red, in curls that spilled to her shoulders.

She came around the desk, assessing Eve with dark green eyes.

“Tressa MacDonald.” She held out a hand, shook Eve’s, then
Peabody’s with a brisk, firm grip. “Someone’s hurt or worse. | know
who you are,” she explained in a voice as brisk and firm as her
handshake. “| know your reputation. You’re Homicide. If someone’s
dead, would you tell me quickly?”

“There’s been no homicide or death | know of at this time.”

Tressa let out a short breath. “All right, that’s a relief. Please, sit.
Can | offer you coffee? Aiden’s assistant makes a killer latte.”

“I'd love one,” Peabody said before Eve could deny them both.

“That’s two lattes. Lieutenant?”

“Just coffee. Straight coffee. Black.”

“Thanks, Aiden.” Tressa gestured to her sitting area, taking the
sofa in nearly the same shade as her eyes while Eve and Peabody
sat in deep blue chairs. “What’s this about?”



“Yesterday at approximately five pm. Edward Mira was assaulted

“What?” Tressa’s spine snapped straight. “Where is he? How
seriously was he hurt?”

‘I can’t tell you because he’s missing.”

“What do you mean ‘missing’? | don’t—" She stopped herself,
shook her head. “I'm sorry. | know better. One second.” She looked
away, drew a breath, then another, slower. “Please, tell me what you
know.”

“Were you aware that Senator Mira had an appointment yesterday
with a real estate agent regarding the sale of a property he owns
with his cousin Dennis Mira?”

“No.” She rubbed two fingers over the space between her eyes.
“No, | wasn’t aware.”

‘Do you know the name of the Realtor he worked with?”

“He’d worked with Silas Greenbaum—Greenbaum Realty—until
recently.”

“Until recently?”

“Yes.” She glanced over as Aiden brought in the coffee, with a dish
of thin cookies, on a tray. “Thanks, Aiden. Do you know what Realtor
the senator was using?”

“No, | don'’t, not since he severed ties with Greenbaum.”

“Check with Liddy, would you? See who he had an appointment
with regarding the Spring Street property yesterday.”

“Of course.”

“And close the door please, Aiden. You believe whoever he met
assaulted him?”

“He was assaulted in the house. His cousin Dennis Mira entered
the property, followed the sound of voices to the study. He saw
Edward Mira, injured, started in to assist him, and was himself
attacked from behind.”

“Dennis?” Her fingers lifted to the white frill at her bodice. “Is he all
right?”

“You know Dennis Mira?”

“Yes, very well. You can’t possibly think he had anythingto do . ..
Of course you don’t.” Now she pushed at her hair. “You work with his
wife, you know him. And from everything | know about you, the two



of you, you’re not idiots, so you know Dennis would never hurt
anyone. I’'m sorry to keep interrupting. | can’t sit.”

She rose, began to pace. “I'll handle it better on my feet.”

Since Eve generally felt the same, she nodded. “When Dennis
Mira regained consciousness, the senator was gone. Unless he’s
shown up since we came in here, he hasn’t been seen since.”

“Kidnapping? But no demand for ransom? You’ve spoken with
Mandy, surely. If there was a ransom demand it would go to her, or
come through here.”

“Yes, I've spoken with her. She wasn’t able to offer any
information.”

“‘He has a house in the Hamptons, and an apartment in East
Washington. But you’ve checked.”

‘I have.”

After a brief knock, Aiden opened the door. “The senator didn’t
give Liddy a name, just told her he had an outside appointment. A
four-thirty with a new Realtor. He left shortly after four. Vinnie drove
him to the Spring Street property. The senator told him not to wait,
he had transportation from there. Liddy doesn’t have any information
about a new Realtor.”

“Thank you, Aiden. Would you tell Wyatt to put aside whatever
he’s doing and come in here?”

“‘Right away.”

When he left, Tressa squared her shoulders, came back to sit,
picked up her latte. “You'll need to know where | was yesterday.
Four-thirty?”

“Let’s make it from four to six PM.”

“I was in meetings here until about a quarter to five. Wyatt, Aiden,
and several others can verify. | had drinks scheduled for five with
Marcella Candine at Bistro on Lex. We were there until shortly after
six. | took a cab from there to my mother’s. It was my sister’s
birthday, and we had a dinner party. Family dinner.”

Wyatt Book didn’t knock. He simply strode in, an imposing man
twenty years Tressa’s senior with a shock of hair in an improbable
inky black. His crisp suit mirrored the color, as did his eyes. They
flicked off Tressa, zeroed in on Eve.

“What's this about?”



“‘Edward’s missing.”

“Missing’? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Have you seen or spoken with him since yesterday afternoon?”
Eve asked.

“No, but that hardly means he’s missing, and he certainly won’t
appreciate having the police hound him or blather gossip to the
media.”

Eve started to rise, but Tressa beat her to it. “Wyatt, sit down, be
quiet for a minute. Edward was attacked in his grandfather’s
brownstone, and now he’s missing.”

“Attacked’? Absurd. Where was Vinnie?”

“‘Edward dismissed him. He went there to meet someone,
supposedly a new Realtor. Dennis Mira was also attacked.”

“Ha.” The mild concern faded into mild amusement. “The two of
them probably finally took swings at each other.”

“Now who’s being ridiculous and absurd.”

“For God'’s sake.” Irritation flashed over his face as he pulled out
his ’link. “I'm sending a nine-one-one to his private number, which he
won'’t appreciate, either. But it will stop this malarkey.” But he
frowned. “It's not going through, even to v-mail.”

“Which tells me whoever has him is smart enough to destroy his
link,” Eve put in. “Who’s the new Realtor?”

“I have no idea, and that's more malarkey. He’'ll go back to Silas
once they both cool down.”

“They had an altercation?”

“‘Edward fired him a couple weeks ago because Silas refused to
list or show the property.”

“Which Silas can’t do,” Tressa continued, “as Edward doesn’t own
the property outright.”

“I'm aware. Does Senator Mira have any enemies?”

Wyatt let out a derisive snort, plopped down on the couch. “Whose
coffee is this?”

“Go ahead,” Eve told him. “| haven’t touched it.”

“‘He’s a lawyer who became a judge who became a senator.”
Wyatt gulped down coffee. “He made an enemy every time he woke
up in the morning.”



“There have been threats,” Tressa said more frankly. “As long as
I've known him. Anything serious was investigated. But that’s
certainly eased off since he retired from Congress.”

“‘Anyone stick out?” Eve waited a beat. “Any of the women he’s
been involved with? Someone he severed ties with there, or a
spouse who didn’t appreciate the relationship.”

“| stay out of Edward’s personal life,” Tressa said coolly, but Wyatt
leaned forward.

“We can’t have any talk of extramarital affairs and dalliances
leaked to the media.”

“I'm not interested in gossip, Mr. Book. I'm interested in finding
Senator Mira. Investigating his personal life is part of the job, nothing
more or less.”

“'m warning you—"

“You want to be careful about warning me when it comes to doing
my job. Who'’s he seeing now?”

“She’s an artist.” Tressa stopped Wyatt’s protest with a hot look.
“Finding Edward’s more important than pretenses. She’s young. |
don’t know her name. | really do try to stay out of it. Aiden can find
out.”

“It's okay. I've got that one already. And, surprise, there’s been no
media bulletin. Detective Hanson will follow up.” Eve got to her feet.
“He’s leading the missing persons investigation. If you have any
more information, you can contact him or me.”

“Is there anything we can do in the meantime?”

“Find out the name of the Realtor,” Eve suggested. “Thanks for
your time.”



They wound their way out.

“You don’t want a look at his appointment book, his calendar?”
Peabody asked.

“The place is thick with lawyers. We're not getting a look at
anything without a warrant. Once it's murder, I'll get one. Hanson has
to run his angle from here—so send him the name of the driver and
the former Realtor. We’'ll talk to the list of women, his son and
daughter,” she began, checking the time. “Later. This took longer
than | planned.”

“We're heading in? We're not going to miss Trueheart?”

“We're heading in.”

“Yay!”

“Hold the yay. Impressions, observations, conclusions,” Eve said
as they rode down.

“The whole place is big on status, and that sort of thing usually
comes from the top. | thought places like this—political think tanks,
activists, and the like—would be lower key, even a little sweaty. |
didn’t get any vibe from either of them, or Aiden, at least not this time
around. MacDonald seemed genuinely worried. Book, not so much.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“I'd say Book doesn’t care as much about the senator, not
personally. What? You don’t think that’s it?”

“Might be, part of it anyway. | figure Book thinks the senator’s off
snuggled up with the young artist or some other sidepiece. That
plays for him more than any kind of abduction.”

For sentiment as much as warmth Eve pulled on the snowflake hat
as they crossed the lobby. “MacDonald had a strong point. Back
when he was a judge, then a senator, he likely had a serious
enemies list. He was a hard-liner on the bench and in Congress and
kept himself in the spotlight pushing agendas. He still goes on those



political talk shows and sort of raves about anything he disagrees
with. Government spending’s high on the list and he goes off on a lot
of social programs. During his last term he went hard after
professional parenthood, had all these figures on what it would save
the government to gut the law, and how his wife was honored to be a
stay-at-home mother when their children came along, and never took
a dime of government money for it.”

“Did anyone point out his wife was rolling in it, and | bet my ass
and yours had a staff?”

“Yeah, that sort of thing, and the fact that the Professional Parent
Act is about as popular as they get, is why his numbers tanked. The
pundits figure he opted not to run because he couldn’t win.”

“The pundits.”

Peabody shrugged, all but buried her chin in the folds of her scarf.
“Sometimes | watch when I'm crafting. McNab doesn’t mind because
if they have someone like Senator Horseshit on there, or
Congresswoman Vidali—you know about her?”

‘I don’t, and don’t want to.”

“Well, she’s such a liar, and a hypocrite. | hate when people like
that start in on how God wants them to whatever, like they have
some secret handshake with God the rest of us don’t know about. It
gets me pretty worked up. Then we have hot sex.”

Eve’s eye wanted to twitch, but she willed it away. “You and
Vidali.”

Peabody snickered. “Oh yeah, we’re all over each other. But
seriously, mostly I'd like to punch her. I'll think: Man, I'd like to punch
you right in your lying face. So | jump McNab instead. It works for
us.”

Eve thought of the scarf she was wearing, and wondered how
many times Peabody had jumped McNab during the making thereof.
She decided never to think about it again. Ever.

She got in the car, shot into a skinny gap in traffic, and let horns
blast in her wake.

“We’'ll take ten after the ceremony, then it's back in street clothes. |
want to talk to the artist first.”

“In her twenties, right? That'’s just icky—and I’'m not an age bigot.”

“What do the pundits say?”



“Not much on screen. Maybe it's an unspoken rule or something.
But if you go on some political blogs and websites, there'’s a lot of
chatter about his diddling. Not just him, but this is about him, so . . . |
haven’t read anything about the artist. Yet.”

“Why don’t you dig into that area? The diddling area. Maybe
there’s chatter about somebody not on my list, or smoke about bitter
breakups. You dig up anything, you copy me and Hanson.”

“On it, over it, and through it. In fact . . .” Peabody pulled out her
PPC. “I'll get started on it now.”

Eve drove the rest of the way in silence, broken only by the
occasional angry mutter from her partner.

She took a quick scan when she turned into Homicide. Carmichael
hustled in from the locker room, in full dress blues. Trueheart and his
trainer, now partner, were either still sprucing up or already headed
down for the induction. Both Santiago and Jenkinson sat at their
desks, one on a ’link, the other on a comp.

Santiago obviously still had some time on the bet he’d lost to
Carmichael, as he had the cowboy hat perched on his head. And
Jenkinson had managed to find yet another eye-burning tie. This one
had puke-green and piss-yellow stripes.

Saying nothing, she circled a finger in the air in a wind-it-up signal,
then took five in her office to grab coffee and write up brief notes.

She made it to the locker room after Peabody and found her
partner in her uniform pants, bra, undertank, and tears.

“What? What is it? Don’t do that.”

“My pants are loose.”

“Well, Christ, tighten your belt.”

At Eve’s impatient order, a fresh tear spilled. “They’re loose in the
waist, and even a little baggy in the butt. | lost some weight. |
actually lost some weight. | know how this uniform fit the last time |
wore it. And now it’s just a little bit loose.”

“Okay, great, woo! Now pull it together.”

“I've really been trying, especially the last few weeks. I've been
hitting the gym three times a week. | stopped weighing myself,” she
said as Eve pulled out her own uniform. “Because the number just
wouldn’t budge and it's so damn discouraging. You don’t know what
it's like.”



Though undressing in front of anyone but Roarke made her
uncomfortable, Eve started to strip. “Maybe | don'’t, exactly. But | was
skinny. | don’t mean thin or lean, | mean skinny. And weak. | had to
work to build myself up some, to build some muscle, get strong. So |
know what it’s like to look in the mirror and not really like what’s
looking back.”

“I never thought of it like that.”

“You lose weight, tone up, you do it to get fit and strong, not to hit
a number. Anybody with a brain knows that.”

“I do know that. I still want the number, but | know that. I've been
working on my hand-to-hand, too.”

“Good.” Eve pulled on her own uniform pants, decided they fit the
way they always did.

“But . . . does my ass look smaller?”

“‘Jesus, Peabody.”

“Come on, be a pal. Does it?”

Eve pulled on her uniform jacket, narrowed her eyes in a long,
hard study. “I can barely see it.”

On a watery laugh, Peabody did a little shuffle dance. “Thanks.
You've got to wear your medals.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Want me to help you pin them on? All that weight.”

“Bite me. And next time I’'m getting dressed in my office.”

Smiling, Peabody buttoned her jacket. “I'm proud to wear the
uniform today. | mean, | always was, but especially today.”

“‘Because your pants are loose.”

“Well, that, but mostly for Trueheart. I'm proud to wear it for
Trueheart.”

Eve took out the box that held her medals and thought, Yes. For
Trueheart.

S he caught Baxter—who’d traded his usually snappy suit for
dress blues—already seated in the front row.

“Cutting it close, LT.”

“I've got time. You need to switch with me, stand up there with
Trueheart.”



Baxter got to his feet. “| appreciate the offer, sincerely. But he
deserves his lieutenant. I'm going to sit here, front row center—
saved you a spot, Peabody—and bask. His mom’s right over there,
and his girl. You should say something to her. Them.”

“I will, after.”

She went around the back, through a river of blue, and spotted
Commander Whitney standing aside in conversation with Chief
Tibble.

She started toward Trueheart, who was looking young, a little pale,
and daisy fresh, but Whitney signaled her over.

“‘Commander. Chief Tibble. It's a good day.”

“It is.” Whitney scanned the lineup, a broad-shouldered man
beside Tibble’s longer length.

“It's good you could be here, Chief. It means a lot to the men and
women being promoted.”

“And to me. Before we get to that, to acknowledging them, I'd like
the status on Senator Mira.”

“‘Detective Peabody and | just got back from interviews at his
institute. As far as we can ascertain no one there knew he was
missing. He didn’t give the name of the individual he arranged to
meet at the property in SoHo to his admin, and dismissed his driver
on arrival there. I've reached out to Detective Hanson in Missing
Persons, and he should be following up at the Institute by now.
Peabody and | will begin questioning certain women the senator had
relationships with over the past year. | have information he took
them, regularly, to the Institute’s suite at the Palace Hotel.”

Tibble’s jaw tightened as he shook his head. “The media’s going to
tear into that like lions on an antelope. Not our problem. No ransom
demands as yet?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“I don’t have to tell you to dot all the i's. This will hit the media
soon, one way or the other. They’ll rip through him, but they’ll
spotlight the department and the investigation.”

“Understood, sir.”

“For now, we’ll honor our officers. I've heard good things about
your boy, Lieutenant.”

“My boy, sir?”



Tibble smiled, deepening the lines fanning out from his eyes.
“Trueheart. You did well there.”

“‘Detective Baxter trained him. He did well.”

“I'll make sure to tell him so. Excuse me.”

When Tibble moved off, Whitney turned to Eve, his dark, wide face
sober. “It isn’t prudent or professional to tell a former senator’s wife
to kiss your ass.”

“No, sir. | apologize for any difficulty my lapse caused you and the
department.”

“‘My wife told her to shove it.”

“I'm sorry, what?”

Though his tone remained quiet and serious, humor, bright and
unmistakable, fired up in his eyes. “Anna served on a couple of
charity committees with Mandy Mira. In general, my wife’s anger is
shown in cold disdain.”

“I'm aware,” Eve said before she could stop herself, but Whitney
only chuckled.

“‘However, Mandy Mira flipped the switch, and among other unkind
suggestions, Anna told her to shove it. She won’t serve on any
committee or function with the senator’s wife any longer. She was
delighted when she overheard my conversation with Mandy Mira last
night, and enjoyed talking to our own Mira about the incident when
Charlotte contacted me about it. Officially, | can’t condone your
behavior.”

“No, sir.”

“Consider yourself reprimanded.” His face settled back into
commanding lines. “Now, let’s give some good cops their moment,
and get back to work.”

E ve stood on the stage with other ranking officers and those
being promoted. She stood at parade rest through the
speeches—mercifully brief—from Tibble, from Whitney. A scan of the
audience showed every single member of her division in attendance,
and, though she wondered who the hell was manning the ship, it
made her proud to know every one of them—detectives, uniforms—
took the time to be there for Trueheart.



She picked out Feeney, McNab, Mira, who like Trueheart looked a
little pale, and to her surprise, Morris. As each officer’'s name was
called he or she stepped up to Whitney for the presentation, a few
personal words from the commander, the photo op.

She could pick out family members by their glistening eyes during
the applause.

“Troy Trueheart, Detective, third grade.”

Applause broke out hard and fast, and she managed to keep her
face sober—even through the whistles and foot stomping from her
division. She watched him cross the stage, a little flushed rather than
pale now, and accept his gold shield.

“Lieutenant Dallas saw your potential,” Whitney said quietly to
Trueheart. “Detective Baxter nurtured it. But it's what you are that’s
earned this shield. Congratulations, Detective.”

“Thank you, sir. Thank you, Commander. | won’t disappoint them,
or you.”

He held his new shield up for the photo op, and did the right thing
to her mind by looking straight at Baxter before he shifted his gaze to
his mother and his sweetheart.

Then he turned to take his place at the back of the stage and sent
Eve a grin that was Christmas morning, the Fourth of July, and New
Year’s Eve all in one.

At the end, the newly promoted officers filed off the stage to more
applause, and Eve wondered if the echoes of it would help offset
some of the crap they’d have thrown at them daily on the job.

She went back, intending to work her way around, spend five or
ten minutes to speak to whoever she had to speak to, then duck out,
change, and get back on the street.

But Trueheart waited for her.

“Lieutenant.”

“Let’s see it.” She held out a hand, wiggled her fingers so he gave
her his shield. “Nice. Keep it shiny, Detective Trueheart.” She gave it
back to him.

“Yes, sir, | will. | just wanted to thank you. | wouldn'’t be here, |
wouldn’t have this if it wasn’t for you.”

“You got yourself here, with some good training from Baxter.”



“Sir, | hate starting my first day as detective correcting my LT, but |
might still be walking the beat in Sidewalk City if you hadn’t taken a
chance on me. And if you hadn’t put me with Baxter. Seeing | could
do it, well, that's why you're the LT.”

“You've got a point. Congratulations, Detective.” She held out a
hand.

He took it, swallowed hard. “I know you don't really like this,
but . ..” He pulled her in, wrapped his arms around her in a fierce
hug.

“‘Hey. Okay.” She gave his back a pat, considering the moment,
and nudged him away with her other hand, considering dignity.

‘I wanted to get that done back here, before we were out there
with a lot of people. Where you really wouldn't like it.”

“That’s good thinking. Go see your mother.”

“Yes, sir!”

When she went out, Trueheart was wrapped around his mother
with his gir—What was her name?—beaming at them and most of
the division surrounding them.

She cut away to grab a minute with Mira.

“How’s Mr. Mira doing?”

“He insisted | come, and our daughter’s with him, so . . . He’s fine,
really. He actually planned to go to the university today, but | put my
foot down. He needs another day.”

“You didn’t get much sleep.”

“No, no, | didn’t. | have a lot of people | care about who put their
lives on the line every day. It’s part of working with the police. I've
lost some, and seen others injured. You live with it, cope with it. But
Dennis . . . he lives a quiet life, and | wasn’t prepared to have him
hurt like this.”

She stopped, drew a breath. “Well. | spoke with the governor.”

“Seriously?”

“Mandy’s not the only one with connections,” Mira said, and now
her voice was brisk and cool. “He understands the situation and
circumstances, and since he knows her . . . suffice it to say there’ll
be no blowback from that quarter.”

“Okay.”

“l also spoke with Mandy.”



“You keep busy.”

“We detest each other, but | know how to read her, and how to
push buttons. She hasn’t heard from him, there’s been no contact
from whoever took him. She’s more angry than worried. If it wasn’t
for Dennis I'd advise you to toss this case aside, but—"

“Look, I'm going to keep working this, but Hanson’s in a position to
get warrants so he’s likely to get deeper than | can. But we’re on it,
and I'll be in touch. I've got to say something to Trueheart’s mother,
then Peabody and | are going to have a talk with his current
sidepiece.”

Mira laid a hand on Eve’s arm. “He won’t thank you for that, even
if information you gather helps save his life.”

“Good thing I'm not in it for the thanks.”

She walked up to Trueheart’s mother, had to resign herself to
another hug, this one a little on the weepy side.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Troy’s wanted this since he was a boy,
and you helped him reach that dream. Last night | asked him what
he wanted now, now that he’d made detective. He told me he wanted
to be as good a cop as you are.”

“‘Mrs. Trueheart—’

“Pauline, please, it's Pauline. I'm glad you set the bar high. | don’t
want him to settle for less. | want you to know he’ll be proud every
day when he picks up his shield, and I'll be proud of him.”

Eve wanted escape, wanted the work, but found herself speaking.
“‘He’s smart, and he’s observant, and has a way of working through a
problem thoughtfully. His looks don’t hurt. He looks handsome and
homespun,” Eve explained. “And some people mistake that for him
being a soft touch, easy to dupe. He’s not. And he’s got a shiny code
of honor you should be proud of because | figure you're the one who
put it in him.”

“Thank you for that, thank you very much for that.” Her voice
broke, her eyes welling up. “Sorry. Emotional day.” She gave Eve’s
hand a squeeze, then hurried away.

“That was really good stuff to say to her.” Peabody stepped up
beside her.

“She started crying again.”

“It's a mom thing.”



“Let’s get the hell out of here and go do the cop thing.”

“There’s cake.”

“Your pants are loose, Peabody.”

“‘Damn it.” As she rushed after Eve, Peabody glanced back at the
refreshment table. “Having loose pants means | could eat a little
cake.”

“Having loose pants means you can get out of them quicker so we
can get back in the field.”

“‘Somebody said it was buttercream frosting.” But with a heavy
sigh, Peabody got in the elevator.

B ack in her street clothes, Eve took a few minutes in her office to
connect with Hanson. Still no communication from Senator
Mira, or his probable abductor. Hanson and his partner would
interview Vinnie, the driver, and had already spoken to Silas
Greenbaum. They’d work their way through the Mira Institute while
Eve and Peabody took on the list of women.

By the time she came out Jenkinson and his tie were back at his
desk, Santiago at his, and some of the uniforms had trickled in.

“Is anyone actually working today?”

“We're on it, Dallas.” Knowing her sharp eye, Jenkinson hastily
brushed cake crumbs from his shirt. “It was a good thing.”

“Yeah, it was a good thing. You know what else is good? Catching
murdering bastards.”

“I like that even better than buttercream frosting,” Santiago said,
earning a glare from Peabody.

“You guys are just mean.”

“Then catch me some murdering bastards,” Eve advised.
“Peabody, with me.”

“You on a hot one, Dallas?”

She glanced back at Jenkinson as she strode toward the door. “I'll
let you know when | know. Don’t even think about whining over
buttercream frosting,” Eve warned, and Peabody settled into a pout
as she got on the elevator.

“We’'ll hit the baby skirt at the gallery where she works. We’re
going by the crime scene first. | want another look around, and you



haven'’t seen it firsthand.”

“‘Mira said Mr. Mira was okay, but she looked really stressed. She
hardly ever looks stressed.”

“She’ll deal.”

Eve considered herself lucky that the elevator only stopped five
times on the descent, and no more than a dozen people filed on,
filed off.

“We'll make a circuit with the known sidepieces,” Eve said as they
got in the car. “Say he’s still seeing the artist, but she’s starting to
make noises. Oh, Senator Granddaddy—"

‘Eeww.”

“Yeah, well. She’s all, If you get a divorce we could be together all
the time. And he’s, Now, now, Sweet Baby Sidepiece—"

“Ick, ick, mega ick!”

“Can’t ditch my marriage: appearances, finances, blah blah. How
about some ice cream!”

“This is really turning my stomach, so | don’t even want any
buttercream frosting. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Or she’s got a former, more age-appropriate but
poor boyfriend—maybe even current—and they figure they’ll pound
and intimidate a nice fat chunk of the change out of him. Maybe start
off the blackmail with a black eye. Then Mr. Mira walks in, and panic
changes their plans.”

“I like it.”

“Or, the next up the line gets steamed, stews, and thinks how he’s
dumped her more mature ass for this baby slut. Now he must pay.
Also requires a partner.”

“To pose as the Realtor to get him in the house.”

“Then it’s, Surprise, you horny bastard, we’re going to tune you
up.” She paused at a light. “I've got problems with all those
scenarios, but they’re a launch point.”

She played with all the problems as she drove, then shot out
another launch point. “MacDonald’s alibied tight. Hanson will follow
up, but her alibi’'s going to hold. So maybe if she’s been a sidepiece,
or there’s another issue, she hires somebody to deal with him. We’'ll
look at her finances, but we’re not looking at a pro. Still, a lawyer’s
bound to know some shady types, especially a political lawyer.”



She studied the neighborhood as she approached the
brownstone. “Quiet, established, upper end. The canvass got
nothing, but then most people would be at work, or occupied. Who
stares out the window checking for activity on the street or around
their neighbors on a crappy day? That’s just luck, and it bothers me.
It's just luck getting an injured man out of the house, into a vehicle
without anybody seeing anything.”

“Lucky that it was crappy, gloomy daylight and not broad.”

“Yeah, nobody can plan that.”

Eve got out, took another minute to study the house, its position.

“It's really beautiful,” Peabody commented. “Old, but in a dignified,
ageless sort of way. | can see why Mr. Mira wants to keep it.”

“It's more what’s inside—I don’t mean the stuff. It's what he
remembers, what he felt, the pictures in his head. And he promised,
that’s the big one. If Edward Mira knew him at all, he’d know Mr. Mira
wasn’t about to break his promise.”

“Wait! What if this is all a ploy to get him to do that?” Running with
it, Peabody loosened her scarf as they walked through the little gate.
“‘He stages it all, and it's Mr. Mira who'll be contacted after he’s
worried half to death.”

“Sign off on the sale of the house or your cousin gets it? Why
would anyone buy that?”

“You said the senator needed money, right? So the fake kidnapper
claims he owes him a bundle. Now sell the house so | get paid or |
Kill him until he’s dead.”

Eve frowned, worked it around. “That’s actually a launching point,
no shakier than . . . Seal's compromised.”

She held up a hand to stop Peabody, studied the police seal she'd
affixed herself. “Somebody got through it and went in. Recorders
on.”

Without another word they both drew their weapons.

Eve stepped to the door, glanced at Peabody, nodded.

They went through, high and low, right and left.

Eve straightened, kept her weapon at the ready as she looked up.

Edward Mira hung from the crystal chandelier. His face was
blackened from bruising, his throat gouged and smeared with dried



blood. And he was naked but for a computer-generated sign that
covered his torso.

JUSTICE IS SERVED

“Well, fuck.”

“I guess it wasn'’t a ploy.”

“If it was, it sure went wrong. Let’s clear the house, Peabody, and
call this in.”



5

They cleared the house, every step on record. While Peabody called
it in, Eve located the mechanism for lowering the chandelier.
Something she only knew about because she’d seen them work in
her own foyer.

“You can clean it and stuff without hauling in a ladder,” she told
Peabody.

“‘Handy. Man, they messed him up good before they hanged him.”

“I'd say he was alive when they hauled him up there. Gouges on
the neck likely self-inflicted. Skin and blood under his nails is likely
his. ME will determine that and COD.”

As Peabody had brought in their field kits, Eve opened hers. While
they sealed up, she studied the body. “Beat his face, his genitals,
stripped him naked. That says personal, really pissed, and probably
sexual.”

“Sure doesn’t read trying to score a bunch of money. One of the
women he diddled with, but like you said before, getting him in and
out? Probably had to have a partner.”

Eve got out tools and gauges, first verified his identity for the
record with the ldenti-pad.

“Victim is Mira, Edward James, age sixty-eight. Severe facial
contusions and lacerations. Looks like both cheekbones are broken
as well as some teeth.” She put on microgoggles. “Check TOD,
Peabody. | don’t think these were caused by fists,” she said as she
peered closer. “Maybe a sap, likely weighted. Same with the
genitals, but there’s some . . . almost like punctures in the groin
area.”

“TOD oh-three-thirty-six.”

“So, worked on him for while. Bruising on the wrists, look at the
pattern.” Rigor mortis had yet to pass, so she used her own wrists to
demonstrate, holding them up and together, palms facing. “Looks



like he was restrained, hung up, see the pattern? Restrained by the
wrists, hoisted up. No sign of bruising on the ankles. Kicked him in
the balls, repeatedly. Those shallow punctures? I'm betting shoes
with those ridiculous pointed toes.”

“That says female killer.”

“I've seen plenty of those stupid shoes on guys’ feet, but, yeah,
this reads female to me. And sexual motives. Going to kick your balls
till they fall off, you fucker. That's what it says to me.

“And they sodomized him.”

Peabody’s shoulders hunched up. “What?”

“You didn’t look at him from the back. His anus is torn, bloody.
They used something to sodomize him. It's very sexually motivated.
It's personal, and it’s planned out. Bringing him back here where
they probably intended to do it all in the first place.”

“‘But Mr. Mira came in.”

“They had a place to take him, and the transportation. Maybe that
was always backup, maybe they always intended to haul him off,
haul him back, and hang him.”

She sat back on her heels. “| bet they waited to hoist him up,
waited until he was coming to, waited until he could be aware, could
know and feel. Then they pushed that button, let him struggle as he
went up, watched him choke, watched him tear at his own throat.
You don’t go this personal and not want him to feel death, not want
to watch it happen.”

“But do you go that vicious over ending an affair? Do you think
someone could be that pissed about being dumped?”

“Sure. Of course, that means she’s batshit crazy, but there’s no
lack of batshit crazy in the world. It would have to mean whoever
helped her is equally batshit.”

Eve got to her feet, closed her eyes a moment to help herself see
it.

“Okay. Yesterday they conned the vic into coming here, talking
about selling the house he couldn’t sell without Mr. Mira’s approval,
which he wasn’t going to get. He lets them in. Maybe the batshit
crazy ex—if so—has hid the crazy and hooks him up with this
Realtor. Or maybe she comes as a surprise at his door. One way or
the other, they get him back to the study.”



She moved around the body, a few paces down the foyer.

“No restraints—or Mr. Mira doesn’t think so, ME will verify—so
they have a weapon on him. One holds it on him, the other smacks
him around. Mr. Mira comes in, calls out, walks down. They don'’t use
the weapon on him, are careful to keep out of sight until they can
knock him out.”

She paced as she worked it through because there were
variables. The pictures changed depending on how she juggled them
in.

Dissatisfied, she started again.

“Back up, consider the timing. When the vic first arrived, when Mr.
Mira came in. There’s a solid gap of time.”

“You said they’d started on the vic. That Mr. Mira saw he was
injured.”

“Yeah, but . . . They walked around with the vic some first. Black
eye, bloody lip when this is your endgame? They’d barely gotten
started, so they walked around, didn’t force him back to the study,
that was just part of the tour, the place they jumped him.”

To satisfy herself, Peabody walked back, glancing in rooms,
stopped at the study. And she could see it, too.

“So if he knew one of them, and he had to because it’s really
personal, he wasn’t worried about it.”

“Exactly. She didn’t pose a threat to him. Fast-forward to Mr. Mira
unconscious on the study floor. Completely batshit finishes him off,
so not completely batshit. They decide to get the vic out, take him
somewhere they can work on him. One of them knows enough to
take the security hard drive.”

Following, Peabody walked back. “Not completely batshit, and not
in total panic mode.”

“That’s right. They have an agenda, a plan, and they hold it
together, follow through.”

“How do they get him out? Counting on the weather to mask the
abduction, okay,” Peabody continued. “But how do they get him to go
with them?”

“Maybe they stun him—Iight stun, just enough to unbalance him.
Or drug him. Morris will look for it. They get him into a vehicle. Then



they’'ve got to do it all again on the other end. Get him out of the
vehicle and into wherever they’re going to torture him.

“He’s going to have to tell us some of it. Whether he was stunned,
tranq’d, just intimidated in and out, out and in. Morris will find some
of the answers.”

She looked around. “I don’t think it was about this house. The
house was their ploy, and they used it to get him where they could
take him. Hanging him here, they wanted him found, but they wanted
some impact.”

“Justice is served,” Peabody read. “Could be someone he sent
up, or about someone he didn’t. And the woman, you know, vamped
him into a relationship to get close to him, to get intel, to become
someone who didn’t worry him.”

“Maybe so, and we’ll have to dig there. If it's about someone he
sent up, or didn'’t, it was about rape. On some level it’s about rape.”

“Because they raped him.”

“Somebody does this to another human being and calls it justice?
It's about vengeance, and vengeance this sexual is about sex. So
rape’s going to be a factor. At least that’s how it reads for me right
now.”

She glanced over at the knock on the door. “Probably the
sweepers or the dead wagon. Go ahead, let them in. And let’s get
the uniforms started on a canvass. Anybody who saw a vehicle near
the house, noticed lights on last night, with another hit on yesterday
between sixteen and eighteen hundred, just to cover it.”

She looked back down at Edward Mira. She doubted very much if
she’d have liked him in life. But in death, he was hers.

She pulled out her ’link, walked back toward the study as the
morgue team filed in. After blowing out a breath, she contacted Mira.
“Eve.” Mira barely blinked, and gave Eve no chance to speak at

all. “Edward’s dead.”

“I'm sorry.”

“No, please. Tell me where you are, what happened.”

“In the house on Spring, and I’'m sorry about that, too. | can’t
officially determine COD. Morris will—"

“‘Eve.”



Hell, Eve thought. “His face and genitals were severely beaten. He
was sodomized.”

“Ah, dear God.”

“Ligature marks on his wrists are consistent, to my eye, with him
being restrained vertically—arms over his head. | believe he was
likely still alive before he was hanged from the ceiling light in the
entrance foyer. He had a comp-generated sign around his neck
reading ‘Justice Is Served.”

“All right.” With her eyes closed, Mira rubbed her fingers over the
middle of her forehead. “It's very personal, sexual—"

“I'm not asking for a profile, Dr. Mira, not right now. Take a minute.
I’'m not sure what you want to tell Mr. Mira.”

Mira opened her eyes. “I'll tell him what you tell me. Of course.”

“Okay. I'm going to need to talk to him again. I'm sorry.”

“‘Don’t apologize.” There was a snap in the words. Mira held up a
hand, visibly regouped. “Don’t apologize,” she said again, calmly
now. “Both Dennis and | want you to do everything you have to do,
everything you can do to find who did this. Do you want him to come
to Central?”

“No, don’t do that. I'll go to him. | have to inform next of kin, then
I'll go by and talk to him before | go in. Officially, I'm not going to be
able to consult with you on this.”

“Of course not, the conflict of interest. I'm not thinking straight yet.

“But unofficially I'm going to want your help with the profile. Later,”
she added. “Go home. You're going to want to be with him when |
interview him. I’'m going to contact Whitney, go by the victim’s
residence and speak to his wife. That'll give you time to go home, to
tell Mr. Mira before | get there.”

“Yes, you're right. I'll leave here in a few minutes.”

“One last thing. I'm going to leak this to Nadine Furst.”

“Oh,” Mira said, on a kind of sigh.

“The media’s going to know about this fast. I'm going to leak it to
her so she can get out in front of it. You're going to want to screen
any incomings, because once this hits, the media’s going to try to
talk to you and Mr. Mira. You need a statement.”

‘I know what to do. I'll take care of that end. Please do what you
have to do.”



“I'll speak to you within ninety minutes.”

Eve turned, saw Peabody in the doorway.

“Sweepers are here, uniforms are canvassing. The morgue
wagon’s on its way. | flagged him for Morris.”

“That covers it. The sweepers will go through the house, but
there’s nothing relevant that’s not in the entranceway. For now, we're
finished here. Let’s go break it to the vic’'s wife.”

“I hate that part.”

“We all do. You're probably going to hate this time more than
usual.”

She contacted Whitney before she left the crime scene.

“Tibble was right about the media, particularly given the sexual
implications of the murder.”

“Yes, sir. I'm going to contact Nadine Furst. I'd rather have
someone | know and trust, someone who knows the Miras, take the
media lead on this. Whatever comes after, what goes out first will be
fair.”

“Do it. I'll speak with Tibble and with our media liaison. And dot
those i’s, Dallas, right down the line.”

“Let’'s move,” she told Peabody when Whitney clicked off. “Ill
contact Nadine on the way.”

The minute she slid behind the wheel, Eve used the in-dash to
contact Nadine.

The reporter, looking on-camera ready as usual, greeted her with
a brilliant smile. “Dallas. | happen to be with your delicious husband
in what may be my new triplex penthouse. | was just wishing he
came with it, then it would be a done deal.”

“Get your own, and put on your media hat.”

The humor dropped out of Nadine’s foxy green eyes, turning them
sharp. “What do you have?”

“Less than an hour ago Peabody and | discovered the body of
former Senator Edward Mira in the former residence of the senator’s
grandparents.”

“Shit, damn, fuck. Let me get my recorder.”

“Just listen. The victim had been brutally beaten, then hanged.
He’'d also been sodomized.”

“Christ, this story’s going to burn.”



“Yesterday at approximately five-twenty-five PM., according to the
log of the Rapid Cab used for transportation, the senator’s cousin
Dennis Mira—no, go with Professor Mira, he’s one of those—entered
the residence, and was attacked and rendered unconscious after
seeing the senator injured and trying to go to his assistance.
Professor Mira contacted the NYPSD. Since that time, investigators
have attempted to locate the senator, who they believe was held
against his will in another location before being brought back to the
residence. The chief medical examiner is working to determine the
time and cause of death. The primary investigator has no comment
at this time, but the department intends to issue a statement once
details are confirmed.”

“God, when you drop one on me, you drop it big-time.”

“'m on my way to notify next of kin. You can’t air that until
Peabody gives you the green.”

“All right. How’s Dennis? Is he all right?”

Eve let out a breath. Friendships didn’t come easily to her, but
when they did, they came solid.

“There are two reasons I'm giving you the jump. You'll wait for the
green, and you asked about Mr. Mira. He’s okay. He got banged up a
little, but he’s okay.”

“And now it's my job to ask if you have any leads, any suspects.”

“No, because I’'m still doing my job. Since you’re with Roarke, tell
him | okayed it for him to fill you in on the details of the grandfather’s
estate, the brownstone. That’s going to come out anyway, and I'd
rather you played it at the opening. What | don’t want is even a whiff
that Mr. Mira is a suspect, even a person of interest. He’s a witness
and a victim himself. That’s it.”

“You should know me better.”

“l do, that’s why | contacted you before | notified next of kin.
Peabody will give you the green as soon as we do. I've got to go.”

“So do | now.”

They both clicked off, and Eve scowled at the traffic.

“‘How are you going to handle Mr. Mira?”

Eve’s scowl deepened. “What do you mean, ‘handle’?”

“Look, first off, | know he didn’t have anything to do with this. I'm
talking about the whole dotting the /’s thing. He was the last person



to see the vic alive, and he and the vic had a strained relationship at
least partially due to the house the vic’'s body was hanged in. So |
know how we’d handle it if we didn’t know and love Mr. Mira. But . . .”

“We’ll dot the fucking /’s, Peabody.”

‘I don’t want to throw off the rhythm.”

“You won't.”

By the time she pulled up in front of the shiny spear of the
building, Eve was primed for trouble. A different doorman wore the
polar bear suit and instantly jogged her way. Eve slammed out of the
car, shot up her badge.

“We’re the police, and here on police business. That's a police
vehicle and it stays just where it is. You give me any lip over that, my
partner here is going to arrest you for obstruction of justice and
interfering in a police investigation, and arrange to have you hauled
down to Central.”

He had a deep brown face against the snow white of the livery,
and that face went carefully blank. “I didn’t say a word.”

“That’s smart. You need to clear us up to Edward and Mandy
Mira’s apartment.”

Now he winced. “It just would be. Look, | have to follow procedure.
You're doing your job, right? I've got to do mine. | need to clear it
with the Miras’ personal security.”

“Then do that.”

He walked toward the building, and had the grace—or the training
—to hold the door open for them. “If you’ll give me a minute.”

He went to the same system used the night before, tapped in a
code. “Hank, it's Jonah on the door. There are a couple of cops here
who—"

Eve nudged Jonah aside. “Hank, Lieutenant Dallas. Don’t screw
around. You need to clear me and my partner up there, asap.”

“It could be my ass this time. She put you on the banned list.”

“She needs to talk to me. If she won'’t let me up, she’ll end up
hearing what | have to tell her on a media bulletin. Clear me up, tell
her that.”

“Hell, it's a crap job anyway. You'’re clear. Jonah, they’re clear.”

“Copy that.”



“I know the way,” Eve told him, and walked to the elevator she’'d
used before.

“Fancy,” Peabody said when they stepped on.

“‘Eyes and ears,” Eve said.

“‘Really?” Humming to herself, Peabody looked around the car,
sniffed the roses. “You get to use the new dojo much?”

“I've managed a couple times a week. I'm learning to be a bear, a
rooster, a crane, a tiger, a dragon. It’s like the animal kingdom. But
somehow it ends up being frosty by the time I'm done.”

“l could like being a dragon,” Peabody speculated, and the doors
opened.

Hank gave them a pained look.

“She’s going to have the senator give me the what for when he
gets back. You get three minutes, then she’s contacting the governor
again.”

“I think she’s not going to do either of those things. Open up,
Hank.”

He shook his head, but opened the doors.

Mandy stood, arms crossed, chin up, eyes filled with contempt.

“This is harassment. I'll be contacting the governor and our
lawyers in precisely three minutes ten seconds.

“Mrs. Mira, | regret to inform you that your husband’s dead. We're
sorry for your loss.”

Color hoisted like red flags on her cheeks. “What are you talking
about? How dare you come here and say such a thing to me!”

“His body was found hanging from the entrance chandelier in the
house on Spring Street. Visible evidence of physical violence was
obvious. His body has been transported to the chief medical
examiner, who will determine cause of death.”

Mandy lost the red flags, and all of her color—every shade of it.
But her voice remained full and furious. “You're a liar.”

“I am the primary investigator into your husband’s death, and as
such have come here to inform you thereof. We understand this is a
difficult time for you, but we have some questions. The answers may
help us find the person or persons who murdered your husband.”

“Get out, get out of my house. You're lying. You’re lying to upset

”

me.



“You know I'm not.”

When she swayed, Hank rushed over, took her by the arm. “Mrs.
Mira, ma’am, you need to sit down. You sit down, and I’'m going to
get you some water.”

“You're lying.” But this time her voice trembled.

Eve didn’t sit, but stepped over to her. The woman didn’t weep,
but sat pale as ice. The shock in her eyes struck as genuine.

“My partner and | entered the house on Spring approximately sixty
minutes ago and discovered your husband’s body. I'm a murder cop,
Mrs. Mira, a ranked officer. | don'’t lie about murder. Can you tell me
if you know anyone who would want to kill him?”

“No one would do this. No one would dare.”

“Someone did this, Mrs. Mira. Someone dared. They hurt him, are
you hearing me? They made sure he felt pain before they ended it.
Who wanted to cause him pain?”

‘I don’t know. Go away.”

Peabody made an attempt, her voice soothing, sympathetic. “Is
there anyone we can contact for you, Mrs. Mira? Family, a friend?”

‘I don’t want your help. Get out. Get out or I'll have you thrown
out!”

Hank rushed back with a glass of water. She grabbed it and flung
it across the room. “All of you, get out!”

“You can reach me at Central if you have any questions or want to
make a statement.” Eve turned, walked to the door. She glanced
back once, saw that Mandy continued to sit, hands gripped together,
eyes shocked but dry.

“You’re leaving?” Eve asked Hank as he came out with them, shut
the doors.

“I'll stick for now, in case. | don’t know what to say. Can | contact
her son, her daughter?”

“Go ahead. Make sure you give them my name.” She stepped
back on the elevator with Peabody. “Good luck, Hank.”

“She’s scary.” Despite eyes and ears, Peabody blurted it out. “I
know people react in all kinds of ways to death notifications, but
she’s scary.”

“She is what she is, and we did what we came to do.”



Eve’s head throbbed, a dull but steady beat as she drove toward
the Miras’” home. Again, she’d do what she had to do—and didn’t
expect anyone to call her a liar or throw a glass. Maybe that’s what
made this one harder.

She found street parking just over a block from the pretty
townhome. When they got out, started to walk, she stuck her hands
in her pockets and found the gloves she’d forgotten about.

At least she hadn’t lost them yet.

“Give Nadine the green.” Rolling her shoulders, she started up the
short steps to the front door.

She rang the bell, focused on her approach, the basic procedure.
The woman who opened it had Mira’s coloring, Mr. Mira’s lankier
build. Gillian, Eve remembered, the Wiccan daughter who lived
in . ..yeah, New Orleans.

“Dallas. Hi, Peabody.”

“Hey, Gillian. | didn’t know you were in town.”

‘I came in last night. | had a feeling, something off, and contacted
my mother. So here | am.”

“It's nice to see you, even given.”

Gillian smiled at Peabody, stepped back. “The same for you. Mom
and Dad are in the living room. This is hard on him, so don’t you be.”

“We were figuring on hauling him down to Central in restraints
where we keep the saps and rubber hoses.”

Gillian just gave Eve a cool stare with her mother’s eyes. “Let me
take your coats.”

She did her hostess duty, then led them in.

They’d lit a fire, and the Miras sat together on the sofa in the pretty
room much as they had at the crime scene. He looked tired, Eve
thought, and felt a pang of guilt knowing she would add to the strain.

“Cops in the house,” Gillian said, but lightly, before she walked
over to sit on the arm of the sofa by her father.

United front.

“We’'re sorry, Mr. Mira,” Eve began, “for your loss.”

“Thank you. Edward and | . . . our relationship wasn’t what it had
been, but | remember the boy he was. The boys we were together. It
was a hard death?”



He looked at her with those kind green eyes. She wanted to lie to
him, give him that much. But she couldn’t spare him. “Yes, it was.”

“It's odd, even with Charlotte’s work, and knowing what people can
and will do to people, you never expect it to happen to one of your
own. Despite our differences, Edward was my family. You've spoken
to Mandy?”

“We were just there.”

“She won'’t answer her ’link,” Mira explained. “Dennis is concerned
about her.”

“She . ..” How to put it? Eve wondered.

“Her personal security was contacting her children,” Peabody put
in.

“That’s good.” He patted Gillian’s knee. “They’re a comfort. | know
she’s a difficult woman. You're too polite to say.”

“'m not all that polite,” Eve said, making him laugh, just a little.

“I'll bet you haven’t had lunch.”

The segue threw Eve off balance. “We aren’t really—"

“You have to eat. I'm going to make sandwiches.”

“Mr. Mira, I'm sorry, but we need to ask you some questions. |
need to interview you, on the record. | need to read you your rights.”

“You're not treating him like a suspect.” Gillian shoved off the arm
of the sofa, an arrow yanked from the quiver.

“Gillian, | explained this to you.” Mira rubbed Dennis’s thigh, rose.
“It's procedure, and has to be done.”

“l don’t care about procedure.”

‘I have to,” Eve said, then looked at Dennis. “I'm sorry. | have to.”

“Of course you do. But you also need to eat. We can do this in the
kitchen while | make sandwiches.”

“‘Dad, | made soup, remember?”

“That’s right, of course, that’s right.” He got to his feet in his baggy
green cardigan and tousled hair. “Gilly makes wonderful soup. It's
potato leek, isn’t it?”

“Chicken and rice.”

“That’s right. Potato leek was last time. Soup’s a comfort,” he said
to Eve. “We could all use it.”

Eve couldn’t say no, just couldn’t make herself draw the hard line
with him. So she ended up in the big kitchen with the comfort of soup



scenting the air, sitting across from him in the breakfast nook with
the winter sun eking pale through the windows.

“You eat a bit first, both of you,” he said when Gillian set bowls in
front of them. “Charlie tells me that nice young policeman was
promoted today.”

“Trueheart. He got his detective’s shield.”

“Good for him. He’s a nice young man. Bright, | take it?”

“‘He is. He’s a good cop.” She ate because it was there. “It’s nice
soup.”

“It really is.” Peabody glanced at Gillian. “The sage really makes it.
My granny always uses sage in hers.”

“You like to cook?”

“Bake mostly, when | have time. It's relaxing.”

Eve let the small talk circle around her. She should cut it off. She
shouldn’t be cozied up here in the kitchen with soup and
conversation. She should—

Dennis reached over, patted her hand. “You mustn’t worry. You
mustn’t worry about doing your job. | want to help you find whoever
gave Edward a hard death.”

“Mr. Mira, you're not a suspect. Nobody thinks you had anything to
do with this. But we have to go through this, and some of the
questions | have to ask are going to be pointed, they’re going to feel
hard and intimidating. I'm sorry.”

“There’s no need to be sorry. You go ahead—nbut finish your soup
first.” He shifted to Peabody. “And how is your young man? | like him
quite a lot. He’s so colorful.”

“Yeah, he is. He's great.”

Eve finished her soup, caught Mira’s eye and the quiet gratitude in
it. So maybe it had been the right thing, just to give Mr. Mira time to
settle.

“I'm going to make hot chocolate,” Dennis announced. “You like
my hot chocolate,” he said to Eve.

“Who wouldn’t, but—"

“You and Delia— You like hot chocolate?”

“It's a big weakness of mine, and now | know why | didn’t get any
cake earlier.”



“It's better than cake.” He winked at her, tugging hard on Eve’s
heart. “You and Delia come sit at the counter while | make it. It'll
keep my hands busy while you interview me. And, Charlie, you and
Gillian sit right there. Gilly, you behave.”

“‘Maybe.”

He chuckled as he rose.

They’d do it his way, Eve decided and got up to switch to a stool at
the big kitchen counter while Dennis hunted in cupboards.

“You make it from scratch?” Peabody’s eyes went shiny as he
found a big bar of chocolate, a canister of sugar. “It's a real treat to
watch somebody make hot chocolate from scratch.”

Eve sent Peabody a look to remind her they weren’t there for a
treat.

As Dennis put an actual pan on an actual cooktop, Eve reminded
herself of the same.

“Record on.”



6

Eve entered their names, the case file, into the record. Recited the
Revised Miranda.

“Do you understand your rights and obligations, Professor Mira?”
He gave her a vague smile at the use of his title, put a pot on top
of the pot of water—What was that about?—began to add chocolate.

“Yes, | do, thank you.”

“‘Edward Mira was your cousin.”

“Yes, first cousin, on my father’s side.”

He chose a small metal bowl, put it in the freezer.

Eve wondered if she should point out his mistake, but decided to
push forward with the interview. “Would you relate, for the record,
what happened yesterday, with your arrival at the property at 2314
Spring Street?”

He took them through it, the weather, the cab ride, made her wish
she’d warned him not to elaborate as he stated on record he was
angry with his cousin. When he said he’'d heard voices, Eve
interrupted.

“Can you tell me how many voices?”

“Oh.” He frowned, looked sweetly bewildered. “I'm not sure, not at
all sure, but at least two, as it was a kind of conversation—I should
say it felt like hearing a kind of conversation. | couldn’t hear the
words, and I'm afraid | was distracted. But they stopped talking when
| called out for Edward. I'm sure of that. | called out, as | didn’t want
to startle anyone.”

“At least two voices. You couldn’t make out the words, but could
you tell if they were male or female?”

“That’s an excellent question.” And one he looked a bit startled by.
‘I assumed one was Edward’s, but | wasn’t paying attention. | often
don’t. | have a little trick Charlie taught me that helps me remember



when | haven’t paid enough attention. It seems I’'m too often thinking
of something else.”

He closed his eyes, took some quiet breaths. “I'm walking into the
house. It's warm after the bitter wind. | smell lemon oil, so | know
Sila’s been there to clean in the last day or so. | feel sad because |
can imagine it as it was, with my grandparents. Some of the
furniture’s been taken because it was left to some of us. There were
always fresh flowers on the entrance table. I'm sorry they’re not
there any longer, sorry it's so dim. It's such a raw, gloomy day, and |
wish there was more light. | hear voices. I'm annoyed and sad and
hear voices coming from down the hall. The study, | think, but I'm not
sure. They'’re . . . angry or excited. | didn’t realize, but yes, raised
voices. My cousin’s, | think, yes, and someone else. A woman. |
think a woman.”

He opened his eyes again. “| think a woman was with him. Is that
helpful?”

“Yes. What did you do then?”

“I went back. | hated to be rude, but | intended to tell the Realtor
there was no point in being there, as | didn’t intend to sell. | knew
Edward and | would argue, but it had to be done. | turned into the
study, and saw him. | was . . . thrown off, you could say. Primed to
argue, braced for it, and he was in the chair, but the chair was in
front of the desk, not behind, and his face was bleeding—at the
mouth. His eye—ah . . .” His closed his own again, patted his hands
in the air. “His right eye was blackened and swollen. He looked
terrified. | started to rush in, to help him, and . . .”

He lifted a hand to the back of his head. “Something hit me, and
the next thing | clearly remember, | was waking up—my head
throbbing—on the floor of the study. Edward was gone, and the chair
was back behind the desk. | might have thought | imagined it all, but
my head was bleeding, and | was on the floor.”

“What did you do then?”

“I looked for him, called for him. Initially | was a little dazed, and |
was confused. | went back to the kitchen, and upstairs, looking for
him. When | couldn’t find him, | knew something had to have
happened. | contacted Charlie. Charlotte. Dr. Mira. Told her



something had happened, and could she come, bring you to my
grandfather’s house. | looked some more, then you came.”

“Why didn’t you call nine-one-one? Your cousin had been injured
and was missing, you'd been attacked. But you called your wife
instead of the police.”

‘I didn’t even think of it, not then. She works with the police—my
Charlotte. She works with you. | probably should have called nine-
one-one, as you say, but | wanted you. Something had happened to
my cousin.”

“I'm a murder cop, Professor Mira. Did you believe your cousin
had been murdered?”

“‘No. No, | never thought . . . | still can’t quite . . . But it's the cop
that counts the most, isn’t it? And you're the best | know. | knew
you'd find out what happened to Edward.”

“You contacted your wife,” she said again, pushing a little, “and
requested a police officer you have a . . . friendly relationship with.”

“Yes, that’s true.” He measured out milk, poured it into the
chocolate. And crushed some sort of bean in a little marble bowl with
a little marble dowel. “But then, my wife is a renowned and respected
criminal profiler, and you are a renowned and respected police
lieutenant. I'd have been foolish to settle for less with such talent
available.”

He added the crushed bean, sugar, and stirred methodically.

He’d given good answers, she thought. Very good, simple, logical
answers. But she wasn’t done.

“Did you fight with your cousin, Professor Mira?”

“Oh, yes.” He said it so easily, without even a hint of guile. “Over
the years we fought—argued, that is—numerous times. Our
worldviews had shifted away from each other’s, on different orbits
you might say, and we had little in common. Not like when we were
boys.”

“You argued about the disposition of the property on Spring, which
was left to both of you equally.”

“We did.” No hesitation, and no animosity. “We’d promised our
grandfather to keep it in the family, and Edward believed that
promise had an expiration date. | didn’t.”

“Did you argue yesterday, at the house?”



“No. We didn’t even get a chance to speak. | said his name, but
then someone struck me. | never got to speak to him, or him to me. |
believe we would have argued if . . .”

Though he continued to stir, he looked down at his pot as if he’d
forgotten why it was there.

“Upon his death, what happens to his share of the disputed
property?”

“I'm sorry? Oh, yes. Unless he changed his will—I can’t be sure—
it would go in equal parts to his two children.”

He took the bowl out of the freezer, along with something she was
pretty sure was some sort of whisk. Into the bowl he poured . . . milk,
cream—something out of a small container—added some sugar. He
stuck the whisk on some little hand tool.

It hummed busily in the bowil.

“What’s your relationship with the children?”

“They’re fine young people. We get along very well. We need to go
see them. | hope they’re with their mother now, but we’ll go see
them. They’ve lost their father, and will need family around them.”

“Will they be more inclined to keep the property in the family,
Professor Mira?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

She saw he'd made whipped cream. People actually whipped
cream to make whipped cream? Who knew?

He set the bowl aside, used another tool to make shavings from
the remaining chocolate bar. “Eve—that is, Lieutenant Dallas,
Edward, no matter how determined he was, couldn'’t sell our
grandfather’s house. There was nothing he could do to make me
break my promise. | believe we would have remained at odds, but
then, as | said, we haven’t been close since my early college days.
We were together at Yale, though he was a year ahead of me. If he’'d
lived, we weren't likely to ever be close again, but | would never wish
him harm. And he would never have bullied me into selling.”

“‘Sometimes people strike back at bullies.”

“Yes, they do. | counseled my children to do just that. And I've
done just that myself with Edward for more than forty years.”

He turned, took mugs from a cupboard. “Some mistake a mild
disposition for weakness. Do you?”



“No, sir, | don’t.”

‘I can—my family will attest—be extremely stubborn when
something is important.”

From across the room Gillian made a little snorting sound that had
a smile twitching at the corner of his lips.

“A promise to a man | loved deeply is important, even sacred. |
didn’t have to hurt Edward to keep it; | simply had to continue to
keep it. I'm not a violent man.”

He poured the rich hot chocolate into the mugs. “And while | didn’t
like Edward, didn’t like the man he’d become, | loved him.”

“Professor Mira, would you give me your whereabouts from eleven
last night to three-thirty this morning?”

“Right here—or not right here, in the kitchen, that is. In the house.
Charlie, my wife, insisted | go to bed early. | can be quite the night
owl as a rule. But she was right, | was very tired. | believe | went to
bed by ten. She doesn’t think | know she was checking on me every
couple hours.”

He smiled, sweetly, toward the breakfast nook. “And our daughter
Gillian snuck in twice to make sure | hadn’t lapsed into a coma—
which is exactly what she said to her mother at about midnight. |
didn’t sleep very well. | did rest,” he added quickly, with another
glance toward the nook, as he piled whipped cream on top of two
mugs of hot chocolate. “But | was worried about Edward, and didn't
sleep very well.”

“Okay. Okay. Thank you for your time and cooperation. Record
off.”

Dennis sprinkled chocolate shavings over the cream, then put the
mugs in front of Peabody and Eve.

“Stand up,” he said to Eve.

She got to her feet, braced.

“You need a hug.” He wrapped his arms around her, and melted
everything inside her. “There now. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“It was horrible.”

“Well, that’s all right. It's all done.”

“'m so—"

“Hush. You sit and drink your chocolate.”

“l could use a hug.”



Dennis beamed at Peabody, obliged. “You're a good girl,” he told
her. “Gilly, Charlie, come on now. | made enough for everyone.”

Mira walked over, framed his face with her hands. “| love you,
Dennis.”

“It's a good thing. Where would | be otherwise?”

“You sit down. I'll put the rest of these together.”

As she dolloped on the whipped cream, Mira looked over at Eve.
“You did exactly right. It was hard for you, hard for me to listen to.
But you did exactly right.”

“Sorry, but will you just say it—that you know he was here during
the aforesaid hours.”

“I absolutely do. He’s right. | did check on him every couple hours,
and Gilly went to check on him just before midnight, and again
around three. We thought he was sleeping.”

“You’d have started poking at me again if you’d known | was
awake.”

“He’s right about that, too. Do you believe it was a woman?”

“There had to be at least two involved, and one of them was a
woman. I'm sure of that, and Mr. Mira gave that some weight.”

“He’s never been a suspect,” Gillian put in.

“No. There’s no motive, no opportunity. | just needed it all spelled
out on the record. It's going to be a feeding frenzy in the media. With
this on record, Mr. Mira is firmly, unquestionably a witness.”

“l just want to say something.” Peabody, eyes closed, took another
sip from her mug. “This is the Holy Grail of hot chocolate. Mr. Mira,
you're a genius, but | don’t know how I'm going to settle for the
sludge at Central ever again.”

“Knock it back, Peabody. We’ve got to get back to work.”

It took a little time—Peabody wanted to savor—but even with the
extra, Eve felt lighter when Gillian walked them back, got their coats.
“I'm going to apologize for wanting to smack you even though |

could see it was hard for you to push at him that way.”

“I want to smack people all the time. And he’s your father.”

“I love my husband, and one of the many reasons is he’d agree
with me when | say my father is the best man | know. You're a little
bit in love with him.”

“‘Probably more than a little.”



“And you’re going to look out for him.”

“That’s a promise.”

“All right then. Bright blessings on both of you, and safe travels
wherever the path takes you.”

As they hiked back to the car, Eve shoved her hands in her
pockets, found her gloves again. Tugged them on. “Plot us a
sensible route to hit the sidepieces.”

“Already done, and you can cross off Allyson Byson, for now
anyway. She'’s been in St. Lucia for the past week with her husband
and several friends. It's an annual thing. Spends six weeks there
every winter.”

“Very tidy alibi. We'll look into her otherwise.”

“We should start with Carlee MacKensie—he played with her right
before he hooked up with Downing. Freelance writer.”

When they got into the car, Peabody plugged the address into the
in-dash. “Then we’d go to Asha Coppola, to Lauren Canford, and
finish with Charity Downing, the latest.”

“I want a conversation with the vic’s children before the end of the
day.” Eve considered tactics while she negotiated traffic. “We keep it
simple, get the how and when they met, how long the relationship
went on, who ended it, that kind of thing. Right now, we’re just
fishing.”

“‘How did he keep them straight?” Peabody wondered. “We’ve got
five, and that’s only covering around a year. So there’s a lot more
going back. How did he keep them all straight?”

“They were all the same to him, that's my take. Just a score. He
was a predator. Spot the prey, stalk it, bag it, play with it awhile.
Then, when you’re bored or the prey no longer satisfies, discard it
and go after fresh meat.”

She noted a second-level street spot, zipped over and grabbed it.

“We could maybe have gotten closer.”

“We could maybe not have.”

“‘Loose pants, loose pants,” Peabody chanted to herself as they
clanged down the iron steps to the street.

“They’ll be a lot looser when | kick your ass up, down, and
sideways.”



“I'm using the power of positive thinking. But to spare my ass the
pain, what are you guys getting Bella for her birthday?”

‘I don’t know.” Instant panic gripped her. “How the hell do | know
what to get for a one-year-old kid? How does anybody? The kid can’t
tell you, and nobody remembers being a one-year-old so it’s just a
crapshoot.”

“The party’s in a couple weeks.”

“Shut up, Peabody.”

“Okay, but shutting up means | can'’t tell you what | know she’d
really go for—and McNab and | can'’t really spring for a good one.”

“What?”

Peabody clamped her lips smugly.

“I swear, I'll drop-kick you from this spot three blocks east so you
splat in the middle of Fifth Avenue.”

“A dollhouse. She’s young for it, but we had her up for a few hours
a few days ago, and I'd sent for mine. It's just a little one my dad
made me, but she went nuts for it. Played with it the whole time, and
really well, too, rearranging the little furniture, pretend cooking in the
kitchen.”

Eve wondered why—seriously why—anyone wanted to pretend
COOK.

“If dolls aren’t alive, why do they need a house?”

“That’s where pretend comes into it.”

“Does it? Does it really? Or is it when you're sleeping or not
around they start having parties in it, drinking brew, eating snacks,
watching screen?”

“You’re creeping me out.”

“You should be creeped. What's to stop them from having doll
orgies in there? Ever think of that?”

“Not until right now.”

“Next thing you know, there’ll be doll weapons and vehicles.”

“They already have those.”

“‘See.”

Point made, Eve turned to the sturdy building that housed Carlee
MacKensie’s apartment. She opted for her master—\Why give the
woman time to prepare?—and walked into the skinny lobby.



“I have to pee. You scared the piss out of me, now | have to pee.
Don’t make me walk up four flights of steps.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.” To settle it, Peabody pushed the elevator button. |
can’t get this image of a bunch of drunk dolls doing it all over the
dollhouse. Gay dolls, straight dolls, threesomes. It's my new
nightmare.”

“They probably make doll strap-ons.”

“Oh God, | beg you to stop.” Peabody all but jumped into the
elevator when it opened. “Loose pants, loose pants. Don’t kick my
ass, I’'m trying to take my mind off having to pee. And sex-crazed
dolls. I'm seeing Gracie Magill with a strap-on.”

“Who?”

“My favorite doll as a kid. Loose pants, loose pants.”

“You had a doll with a last name?” Eve pressed the buzzer on the
MacKensie apartment. “Why do dolls need last names?”

“For their ID, to buy the brew and the strap-ons.”

“I figured they just stole them when they climbed in and out of
windows at night to burgle houses.”

“You’re just being mean now.”

“I could keep this up all day.”

The intercom buzzed. “Yes?” And Peabody breathed a quiet,
“Thank you, Jesus.”

‘NYPSD,” Eve announced, and held up her badge. “We’d like to
speak with you, Ms. MacKensie.”

“What about?”

“‘Edward Mira.”

After a moment, locks clicked off, the door opened a couple
cautious inches. Eve saw pale red hair messily bundled into a top
bun and a pair of suspicious blue eyes.

“What about him?”

“Do you want to discuss your relationship with him out here, Ms.
MacKensie?”

Eve saw the lips compress, the eyes dart left then right. “We don’t
have a relationship,” she said, but opened the door.

She wore baggy sweatpants and a hoodie with thick socks. Her
skin was so white it nearly glowed beneath its scatter shot of ginger-



colored freckles.

“You did have,” Eve said and stepped in.

‘I haven’t seen or talked to Edward in weeks, since the end of
November.”

“‘Excuse me. I'm sorry,” Peabody interrupted. “Could | use your
bathroom?”

Now Carlee bit her bottom lip, but nodded. “Ah, okay. | guess.

It's . . .” She gestured, but Peabody was already on the move.

“Thanks!”

“l guess you want to sit down.”

‘I can stand if you'd rather,” Eve told her.

“I guess we'll sit down.”

She had a couch and a couple of chairs, facing an entertainment
screen—and facing away from a workstation under the window.

Carlee chose a chair, sat with her knees together, her fingers
linked in her lap. “I don’t understand why you want to talk to me
about Edward.”

“‘He’s dead, Ms. MacKensie.”

Carlee’s tightly pressed lips fell apart. “What? How? When?”

“He was murdered last night.”

“Mur-murdered?”

“You say you haven’t seen him since November.”

“That’s right. Are you talking about Senator Mira?”

“Yes. How did you meet him?”

“It was— It was a political fund-raiser. | had a media pass because
| was researching an article, and . . .” She paused as Peabody came
back.

“Thanks,” Peabody said again, and sat beside Eve.

“That’s okay. |, um, usually tend to observe rather than ask a lot of
questions. | guess | was about the only one there with a media pass
who wasn’t asking questions, so he came over to me when | was
sitting, taking notes, brought me a glass of wine. He said how if |
didn’t have any questions for him, he had some for me. | was a little
flustered, but he was so charming.”

“‘How soon did you begin a sexual relationship?”

Carlee flushed brightly, hotly pink, and her eyes darted away. ‘I
know it was wrong. He was married—I knew he was married. He



said he and his wife had an arrangement, but that doesn’t make it
right.”

“We're not here to judge you, Ms. MacKensie,” Peabody told her.
“We need to gather information.”

‘I knew it was wrong,” she repeated. “He said we’'d go have a
drink, and | thought how | could get a bigger article, or maybe a
couple of stories, so we left there and went to have a drink. Then
two. He had his driver take me home. Nobody’s ever done that for
me. And he paid such attention. | don’t know how to explain it, but he
made me feel pretty and sexy.”

She looked down at her hands. “So when he contacted me the
next day and said he was taking me out to dinner, | went. | knew
where it was heading. He was married and, okay, a lot older, but |
knew where it was heading. | went anyway. And | went with him to
the hotel. The Palace. He has a suite there, just beautiful, like
something in a vid. And dinner was waiting, and a bottle of
champagne. | slept with him. We only saw each other like that for
about five weeks, then he sent me flowers—white roses—with a
card. It said how all good things had to end, and it had been lovely.”

“That must’ve pissed you off.”

“A little, but more it was hurtful. He could have told me in person.
I’'m not stupid; | knew it wasn’t going to last. But he should have told
me face-to-face. | thought about contacting him, but | didn’t. And he
never contacted me again.”

She let out a breath. “It was like it never happened.”

“Were you in love with him?” Peabody’s tone was gauged to
sympathy.

“Oh, no.” MacKensie’s blue eyes rounded—quileless. “No, but it
was exciting, those few weeks. Maybe, at least partly, because |
knew it was wrong. | felt a little . . .” She trailed off with a quick little
gasp. “Am | a suspect? You think | killed Edward?”

“Did you?” Eve asked coolly.

“Oh my God, my God.” She trembled all over, hunched her
shoulders, gripped her hands together under her chin. “No. No, |
didn’t kill him. | didn’t kill anyone. You said last night?”

“That’s right,” Eve said, and left it there.



“I-I-I was here, working.” She gestured to her workstation with a
hand that shook. “I didn’'t go anywhere.”

“Did you see or speak to anyone?”

“No. No. | was working on a piece, and | stuck with it. | had
leftover Chinese and went to bed early. | think it was around ten
because my brain was tired. Do | need a lawyer?”

“That’s up to you. Have you ever been to his property on Spring
Street?”

“Spring? | didn’t know he had any. We always met at the hotel.
Officer—"

“‘Lieutenant.”

“Lieutenant, | lead a quiet life, by choice, by inclination. This was a
few weeks of excitement, and, and’—she flushed again—“sex.”

“Which he ended with flowers and a card.”

“You don't kill somebody for ending an affair.”

Eve lifted her eyebrows. “You’d be surprised.”

They left MacKensie wrapped in jittery nerves, rode back down to
the lobby.

“Impressions?”

“Not used to being noticed or singled out, I'd say,” Peabody
responded. “A little OCD. The bathroom was as clean as an
operating room, and more organized. Everything matches. Same
with the bedroom. | glanced in. Bed’s perfectly made, no clothes or
shoes tossed around. She’s the type who figures she’s going to get
dumped, so isn’t surprised when it happens. She didn’t buzz for me.’

“She doesn’t have an alibi.”

“If | planned to kill a former U.S. senator, I'd have one wrapped
tight.”

“Having absolutely none’s not a bad strategy,” Eve countered.
“She asked how he was killed when we first got there. | never gave
her an answer, she never asked again. How do you write articles on
anything without asking questions, pushing the follow-up?”

“She seemed really flustered and embarrassed.”

“Yeah. Maybe. Right now, she stays on the list. Let’s talk to the
next.”



The Brighton Group proved both efficient and unimposing. It held
offices over a bustling deli in a squat building tossed up post-Urbans.
The casually dressed staff worked together in a cacophony of noise
that struck as cheerful. Some glass partitions separated the higher-
ups.

Personal photos, plants, files, paperwork jumbled together on
desks. The air smelled candy sweet—which Eve understood as they
were offered birthday cake minutes after arriving.

“Asha’s through there.” The cake-bearer gestured to one of the
glass-walled offices. “We’re all just getting back to it after celebrating
Sandy’s birthday at lunch.”

“We’'ll pass, but thanks.”

“If you change your mind, just dig in. You can go right in—Asha’s
office is always open.”

“Cake,” Peabody mumbled as she followed Eve. “Why did it have
to be cake?”

“Toughen up, Peabody.”

Eve studied Asha through the glass. The woman wore a poppy-
red sweater that suited her caramel-toned skin. She had snug black
trousers tucked into stubby-heeled knee-high boots, and wore her
hair scooped back from her sharp-boned, big-eyed face in a mass of
red-tipped black curls.

She turned from the mini-friggie where she’d taken a bottle of
water, put on a professional smile when Eve stepped to the doorway.

“Hi. What can | do for you?”

‘NYPSD.” Eve lifted her badge. “Lieutenant Dallas, Detective
Peabody. We'd like a few minutes of your time.”

“Of course. It's about Edward.” The smile faded away. “I just
heard. The media flash came over my comp. Please, sit. Do you
want some coffee? It’s really terrible coffee, but . . .”



She stopped, shook her head, dropped down into one of the
visitor’s chairs rather than behind her desk. “He was murdered.
That’s what the media flash said. | needed a minute.”

She looked down at the unopened bottle of water in her hand.
“Just a minute before | looked at the details. Are you going to give
them to me?”

“The investigation’s ongoing. You had a relationship with Edward
Mira.”

“Yes. Briefly, stupidly. Last spring. I’'m married—but you must
already know that. My husband and | were having some issues, and
| had an affair.” She paused again, pressed her fingers to her eyes. “I
knew the senator through my work, and . . . | have no excuse for it.”

“Who ended it?”

“l did, when | came to my senses. Trying to live two lives? It's
awful, and when that initial buzz wears off—and it does—the guilt
and stress are huge. | couldn'’t live with it.”

“You ended it? What was the senator’s reaction?”

“‘He was . . . What's a couple steps down from annoyed? Irked?
He’s a powerful, commanding man—that was part of the attraction—
and I'd say accustomed to ending his affairs on his time clock. But it
wasn’t ugly.”

She took a breath. “| want to say | liked him, personally. | hated his
politics. That was another part of the appeal—those passionate
debates. | can’t believe he’s gone, and this way. Murdered. The flash
said he’d been hanged. Is that true?”

“Yes.”
“Oh God.” Asha squeezed her eyes shut. “| don’t understand how
anyone could . . . | don’t understand.”

“Was he irked enough when you ended things to pressure you,
threaten you?”

“Oh, no.” When she opened her eyes again, they gleamed behind
a sheen of tears. “Lieutenant, it didn’t mean that much to either of us,
that’s the really sad part. | was lashing out at my husband, and
Edward was simply taking an opportunity. | hurt Jack and nearly
destroyed my marriage because | was feeling angry and
unappreciated.”

“You told your husband about the affair.”



“I couldn’t live with the lie. How could we ever get things back if |
tried to? I'm very lucky Jack agreed to couple’s counseling instead of
walking out the door. | forgot—and since it's my second time around,
| shouldn’t have—but | forgot marriage is work, with peaks and
valleys. | won'’t forget it again.”

“Can you tell me where you were yesterday afternoon, from about
four to six?”

“I can tell you | was right here until about six.”

“Can you verify that?”

“There were at least six of us here, and | wasn’t the last to leave.
You can ask anyone. Is that when he was killed?”

“| also need to know where you were last night/early this morning.
Say from midnight to four.”

“Wait.” She sipped water, blinked at the tears. “Ah . . . | met Jack
and some friends for dinner, about seven, then we went to a vid,
polished it off with drinks after. | think Jack and | got home about
twelve-thirty. | know | was tired—Jack’s the social one, and late
nights take a toll on me. | went to bed.”

“Was it a planned evening?”

“The dinner was; the rest evolved. Like | said, Jack’s social. I'd
figured dinner, then home in my pj’s. Marriage is work,” she repeated
with a shaky smile. “| guess everyone says this, but | didn’t kill him.
Why would 1? He was a mistake, but it was my mistake.”

Peabody noted down names and contacts to verify the alibis. They
left Asha sitting in her visitor’s chair.

“My impression is she alibied herself and her husband,” Peabody
said before Eve could ask.

“Yeah, she did. We're going to verify, and we’re going to check out
the husband, but everything she said rang the truth bell for me.
Unless we feel differently after looking at the husband, my sense is if
he wanted payback, he’d have killed or attempted to kill the senator
way before this.”

They got back in the car. “We’ll take the next.”

“Lauren Canford.”

“Her. Run the husband on the way.”

While Eve bitched about parking in the madness of downtown,
and finally resigned herself to the kick-your-ass price of a slot in an



underground lot, Peabody reported.

“Family law attorney, does the pro bono thing every Friday in a
legal aid clinic. First marriage for him, and no criminal.”

“I'm keeping them on the list.” Eve hiked to the grimy elevator. “But
they currently hold last place. What floor is Canford on?”

“‘Eighteen.”

Eve debated, very briefly, then used her master to bypass the
lobby.

“Woo!”

“Tired of dicking around.”

They got off on eighteen to much shinier, and worked their way
down to Lauren Canford’s offices.

No casual dress here, Eve noted, and no cheerful noise in the
small, glossy outer office.

Eve stepped up to reception and the man in his twenties with a
bold blue tie precisely knotted at the base of his really long neck.

“Lauren Canford.”

He didn’t bother to glance up, but continued to work on his screen.
“Your name?”

Eve put her badge on the counter. He glanced at it, briefly.

“I'll also need your name.”

“It's on the badge, right there with NYPSD. My partner and | need
to speak with Lauren Canford.”

“Mrs. Canford’s in meetings all day.”

“Kid?”

He did look up at her now, all bored resentment. “One of those
meetings is going to be with me, unless you want to be the one to
inform Mrs. Canford that we’ll have that meeting at Central at the
end of her workday. | can arrange to have it in one of our Interview
rooms.”

‘I don’t believe you have the authority to—"

“Law school, right? You want to test my authority, Junior?” She
leaned in close. “Try it.”

Resentment went to sulk as he tapped his earpiece, swiveled
around to give her his back. He muttered, but she caught police,
threatened, bitch.

She found those three words very satisfying.



“Through those doors, straight back to the end of the hall. Mrs.
Canford can give you ten minutes.”

“Good choice, all around.”

“And my name’s not Kid or Junior,” he called after her. “It's Mylo.”

“I'll make a note of it.”

Most of the office doors that lined the area stood closed. She did
see a man, suit jacket off, tie loosened, sweating over his ’link.

“You want to be reasonable about this, Barry.”

From the look in his eye, Eve judged the guy didn'’t figure Barry for
reasonable.

Lauren Canford’s office stood open. Pausing at the doorway, Eve
saw the woman, black suit sharp as a blade, raven hair in an equally
sharp wedge around a sternly attractive face.

A man—pinstripes, paisley tie—stood beside her desk.

“Your identification, please,” he said.

“Who are you?”

“I'm Curtis Flack, the head of this organization. I'm also a lawyer,
and will represent Mrs. Canford’s interests here. Your identification.”

Eve took out her badge. “Lieutenant Dallas.”

“Detective Peabody.”

“And the nature of this visit?”

“You both know the nature of this visit, so let’s cut the bull. Since
you’re using your right to an attorney, | have to figure you need one.
We’'ll do this on the record, and I'll read you your rights.”

Eve did the dance.

“You had an affair with Edward Mira,” she began.

“Mrs. Canford has a prepared statement on this matter.”

“Is that so?” Eve smiled, very, very pleasantly. “All prepared.”

“I believe in being prepared.” Canford spoke for the first time. “I
asked Curtis to come in, and wrote this statement, as soon as |
heard the media report.”

She angled just a little, to read off her screen.

“Senator Mira and | have been acquainted, professionally, for
approximately ten years. In the summer of 2060, for between five
and six weeks, we engaged in an affair. When said affair ran its
course, we agreed to end it. The decisions to begin and end this
area of our relationship were mutual. Senator Mira and | continued



our professional relationship and casual friendship, as we share
many of the same political and world views. I'm deeply saddened to
learn of his death, and must hope the authorities identify the person
responsible quickly.”™

Lauren folded her hands. “Is there anything else?”

“Yeah, a few things. Senator Mira was married, as you are.”

“That’s correct.”

“‘How does your spouse feel about the affair?”

“My husband and I, like the senator and his wife, have an
understanding.”

“Your husband understands you cheat on him?”

Before the lawyer could interrupt, Lauren held up a hand. “It’s all
right, Curtis. My husband and | understand a sexual affair is nothing
more than that. Sex. If you feel the need to speak with my husband,
he will also have counsel present.”

“Noted. So you and the senator just rolled off each other one day
and said, Hey, this was fun, but let’s call it quits.”

“If you persist in being crude,” Flack put in, “this meeting is over.”

“Okay. You and Ed finished up a spirited round of cards one night,
and agreed to fold them.”

Canford inclined her head. “Basically, yes. With the understanding
that should we both wish to reconnect, the door was open.”

“Did you? Reconnect?”

“No, and now we never will. If that’s all—"

“I need your whereabouts yesterday, between four and six in the
afternoon.”

“I was here until five. My assistant can certainly verify that, as can
my driver. | met Congresswoman Lowell for drinks at the Taj. | would
appreciate it if you'd verify that with the lounge rather than disturb
the congresswoman. My driver picked me back up and took me
home. | believe | was home by six-fifteen. The house droid would
have that on record, if necessary.”

“How about last night between midnight and four.”

“My husband and | attended a dinner party at the home of Martin
and Selina Wendell. It began at eight-thirty. We left there around
one, | believe, and returned home. Again the house droid can verify
our return. We were in for the rest of the night.”



“Okay. Thanks for your time.”

“If you have any further questions for Mrs. Canford, or for her
husband, please contact me.” Flack offered his card.

“No problem. Record off.”

Peabody held it in until the elevator, then spewed on the ride
down. “She’s just hateful. That's the exact word for her. Hateful. And
she sent off bells all over the place. She could kill, oh yeah, she
could. Then she’d go get a fricking manicure.”

“You’re right, and that’s why she hits rock bottom on the list.”

Peabody literally danced in place. “Come on’”

“If we could break her afternoon alibi, and if she’d been in that
house, Mr. Mira would be dead. She’s not the type to leave a loose
end.”

“Oh but . . . Damn it!” Wound up, Peabody stalked off the elevator.
“What if she wasn’t there for that—she sent minions. | bet she has
minions. But then . . . big dinner party. But she could fudge the time.
She could.”

“Could. Didn’t. Here’s why she doesn’t pop for me.” Eve got
behind the wheel, let her head rest back for a minute. “She doesn’t
give a rat’s ass. Now, maybe we’ll scrape the surface and find out he
dumped her and she didn’t want to be dumped. Bumps up motive,
but then it falls apart. She wouldn’t have worked with anyone, and
this took at least two people. She wouldn’t use a partner because a
partner is a loose end.”

“‘Hey, I'm a partner.”

“In crime, Peabody.” Eve started the car, wound through the
garage. “More than one person does a crime, the other is always a
loose end. Besides, | believe her. More truth bells rung. They
decided to cheat, cheated, decided they were bored with each other,
and ended it. You know why they bored each other, Peabody?
Because they’re so fucking much alike. Users, power freaks, and
your word.”

“‘Heartless.”

“Yeah. That's a bull’s-eye.”

“At least | got one right.”

“We’ll verify her alibis, but she’s going to be covered. Why do
people like that bother with marriage? Her and the vic? It’s just for



politics, for show, for fancy dinner parties and professional
advancement. So it’s bullshit. Coppolo had it right. It's work—it’s
supposed to be work.”

“She cheated, t0o.”

“Yeah, but she owned it. No excuses.”

“Her husband forgave her—or they’re working for that. Could
you?”

“Could | what?”

“Forgive that. | mean, it's never going to happen, but
hypothetically if, say, Roarke and | lost our minds for one wild night
and had hot, crazed sex involving many multiple orgasms, then
came to our senses and begged your forgiveness. Owned it, you
know? Could you forgive us?”

Eve drove in silence a moment. “Well, it would be hard. It would
be work, but marriage is work. So’s partnership. | think | could. It
would take time and that work, but | think | could forgive both of you.
After | boiled you in big vats to make it easier to peel the skin, very
slowly and carefully, off your bones while | danced to the music of
your agonized screams. Then | made you watch while | fashioned
people suits out of your skins for a couple of sparring droids | would
then beat into rubble that I'd bury along with your quivering, skinless
bodies in unmarked graves. After that,” Eve said with a considering
nod, “I think | could forgive you.”

“That’s good to know. It's good to know the conditions. Except, |
don’t think you can fashion people suits because you don’t know
how to sew.”

“I'd learn. For something this important, I'd learn. Stupid parking,
stupid parking. Wait!”

Peabody sucked in her breath as Eve punched it, went vertical,
zipped, zoomed, and arrowed into a spot just vacated at the curb.

“‘Bagged it.”

“I might have to pee again.”

“Forget it. We're dealing with the baby slut, then heading back to
Central. | want to update my board, think, and have some goddamn
coffee.”

“How did you know that car was going to pull out?”

“I've got a sense.”



They walked a block in busy SoHo with crowds loaded with
shopping bags or hustling out of the cold into restaurants where
warm scents teased out into the winter air.

The gallery display window featured an elongated sculpture of a
woman bowed over backward nearly into a U with an expression of
either agonizing grief or mindless ecstasy.

Either way Eve found it mildly disturbing and much preferred the
painting of a city scene that mirrored the bustle going on around
them.

Inside, the walls and floors were a soft cream, making the gallery
feel like the inside of a fancy box.

She saw a painting of what seemed to be a series of big blue dots
connected by a jagged red line.

And wondered: Why?

In the hushed reverence a woman’s heels clicked sharply.

Eve recognized Charity Downing from her ID shot. Young, several
rungs up from pretty with a waterfall of blond hair, deeply blue eyes,
a full and generous mouth.

She wore blue almost the same color as the dots in a slim, short
dress.

“Good afternoon. I'm Charity. If | can . . . Oh God, | know who you
are. | recognize you.” She glanced quickly over her shoulder, quickly
came forward, dropped her voice. “This is about Edward. | heard.
Please, | don’t want my boss, my coworkers to know. | can take my
break. Please, can | meet you across the street? The coffee shop
right across the street. | can’t talk about this here.”

“You’re not going to try to run, are you, Charity?”

“Where would | go—and why would I? | just don’t want anyone
here to know | was . . . with Edward that way. It’s right across the
street. | just need to get Marilee to cover for me, get my coat.”

“All right. Make it fast.”

“You don't really think she’d rabbit?” Peabody asked as they went
out again.

“No. If she killed him or if she didn’t, she had to know the cops
would want to talk to her sooner or later.”

Eve jaywalked—it wasn’t hard if you were fast and agile enough—
and stepped into the coffee shop.



It didn’t smell as bad as most—boy, had she gotten spoiled—so
she grabbed a four-top that gave her a view of the art gallery.

Peabody studied the automated server. “Maybe | could get
another latte. | missed cake twice today. No, tea’s probably a better
bet, and they have jasmine. Jasmine tea’s nice. Want some?”

“Not in this life or the next. She’s coming out.”

Charity didn’t jaywalk, but hurried in her skinny heels to the corner,
waited for the light. Eve watched her come in, cheeks pink from the
cold and the hurry, spot them.

“Thank you. Really, thank you.” Her words tumbled out in a
breathless rush. “I'm still trying to get my head around what
happened. Edward, dead. Murdered. | . . . I'm going to have some
tea if that’s okay. | need to settle down. | heard about an hour ago.”

“I'm going to have the jasmine,” Peabody said.

“Yes, it's nice. I'll have that, too.”

“Coffee,” Eve said. “You and Senator Mira were having an affair.”

“Yes. It started a couple weeks before Christmas. | know he’s
married, | know it's wrong even though he said his wife doesn'’t care.
Why wouldn’t she care? | don’t know.”

Charity pressed her fingers to her eyes.

“‘How did you meet?”

“At the gallery. | had a small show—it was exciting. He came
with . . . it wasn’t his wife, she was too young, but | don’t know who it
was. He said he liked my work. He bought a painting. | was flying.
And about a week later, he contacted me—he asked me to meet him
for a drink. | thought it was about the art, but . . .”

“He hit on you,” Peabody suggested.

‘It was . . . classier than that, but yes. At first | was really
surprised. He’s old enough to be my grandfather, but he’s interesting
and persuasive. | ended up meeting him for drinks a second time,
then he asked me to dinner, and | went. | knew what | was doing,
and | knew it was wrong. But there | was in this fancy hotel suite with
champagne and . . .”

She trailed off as their orders began to slide out of the automated
slot.

‘I knew what | was doing,” she said again. “I knew he just wanted
to be with a young woman. I’'m not stupid. And | also knew he could



help me. He nudged his rich friends and associates to come to the
gallery, and talked up my work. | sold a couple more pieces. We
were using each other, that's what it was. | let him have sex with me,
and in exchange, he helped my art career.”

She lifted her tea, drank. “I'm absolutely aware of what that makes
me. I’'m not proud of it. And I'd do it again.”

“Any trouble in your arrangement?” Eve asked.

“No. We'd generally go to the hotel once a week. Sometimes he
wanted