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Friendship cannot live with ceremony, nor without civility.


—LORD HALIFAX



Is this a vision?

is this a dream?

do I sleep?


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

Chapter 1
She’d gotten through the entire evening without killing anyone. Lieutenant Eve Dallas, cop to the bone, figured the restraint showed enormous strength of character.
Her day had gone smoothly enough. A morning court appearance that had been as routine as it was tedious, paperwork both extensive and mind-numbing. The single case she’d caught had involved pals and their dispute over who had dibs on the last of the illegals—a party mix of Buzz, Exotica, and Zoom—they’d been toking on while lazing around on the roof of an apartment building on the West Side.
The dispute had been resolved when one of the afternoon partyers had taken a header off the roof, clutching the last of the illegals in his greedy fist.
He probably hadn’t felt much, even when he’d splatted onto Tenth Avenue, but it sure as hell had broken the party mood.
Witnesses, including an uninvolved Good Samaritan from a neighboring building who’d called in the nine-one-one, all stated that the individual who’d been scooped off the sidewalk and into a bag had leaped of his own volition onto the roof ledge, danced an energetic keep-away boogie, lost his precarious balance, and taken flight with a giggling wee-haw.
Much to the surprise—and possible entertainment—of the afternoon passengers on an airtram who’d also witnessed the last dance of one Jasper K. McKinney.
One inappropriately delighted tourist had managed to capture the entire incident on his pocket vid.
It all jibed, and the books would close on Jasper as death by misadventure. Unofficially, Eve labeled it death by stupidity, but there wasn’t a place on the sheet for that particular observation.
As a result of Jasper and his eight-story dive, she’d clocked out of Cop Central barely an hour past end-of-duty, only to get bogged down in ugly midtown traffic because the temporary vehicle some sadist in Requisitions had tossed at her limped along like a blind, three-legged dog.
She had rank, for God’s sake, and was entitled to a decent ride. It wasn’t her fault she’d had two units destroyed in two years. Maybe she’d forget strength of character and go maim somebody in Requisitions in the morning.
It sounded like fun.
And after she’d gotten home—okay, almost two hours late—she’d had to transform herself from kick-ass murder cop to fashionable corporate wife.
She was a good cop, she reminded herself, but more than a little shaky in the corporate wife arena.
She supposed she’d been fashionable, since her husband had the entire getup—down to the underwear—set out for her. Roarke knew clothes.
She just knew she was wearing something green with sparkles all over it, and where it wasn’t green and sparkly, it showed a lot of skin.
There hadn’t been time to argue about it, but only to dive into the outfit and shove her feet into shoes—also green and sparkly. With high enough, needle-thin heels, she’d been nearly eye to eye with her man.
It wasn’t a hardship to be eye to eye with Roarke. Not when his were that wild, unearthly blue in a face drawn by artistic angels. But it was tough being social with strangers when you were worried you might tip over and fall on your ass any second.
But she’d gotten through it. Through the quick-change, the quick shuttle trip from New York to Chicago, through the cocktail hour where her brains were nearly bored to suet despite truly excellent wine, and the corporate dinner with Roarke entertaining about a dozen clients, with her playing hostess.
She wasn’t quite sure what kind of clients they were since Roarke had his fingers in every pie known to man or beast, so she didn’t attempt to keep up. What she did know was that most of them could take the prize for most tedious during the four-hour ordeal.
But there had been no casualties.
Points for her.
What she wanted now was to get home, get out of the sparkly green thing, and fall into bed to sleep for the six hours she’d have before the clock started ticking again.
The summer of 2059 had been long, hot, and bloody. Fall, with its cooler temperatures, was coming. Maybe people wouldn’t be as inclined to kill one another.
But she doubted it.
She’d barely settled into her seat on the plush, private shuttle when Roarke lifted her feet into his lap and slipped off her shoes.
“Don’t get any ideas, pal. When I finally get out of this dress, I’m not getting back in.”
“Darling Eve.” His voice was a purr that echoed of Ireland. “That’s the sort of statement that gives me ideas. However lovely you look in that dress, you’d look even lovelier out of it.”
“Forget it. No way I’m dragging this thing back on, and I’m surely not getting out of this shuttle wearing what you laughingly call underwear. So just . . . Oh, sweet baby Jesus.”
Her eyes crossed, then did a slow roll to the back of her head when he pressed his thumbs into her arch.
“I owe you a foot rub, at the very least.” He smiled as she let her head fall back and moaned. “For services above and beyond. I know you detest the sort of thing we did tonight. And I appreciate you not pulling out your weapon and stunning McIntyre over the canapés.”
“The guy with the big teeth who laughed like a donkey, right?”
“That would be McIntyre. He’s also a very important account.” He lifted her left foot, kissed her toes. “So thanks.”
“It’s okay. Goes with the package.”
Hell of a package, she thought, studying him through barely open eyes. All gorgeously wrapped six feet two inches of him. Not just the lean, muscled build or the heart-stopping face framed with the sweep of black silk hair. But the brains, the style, the edge. The whole shot.
And best of all, he not only loved her, but he got her. Of all the things they fought about—and it was never hard to find something—they never butted heads over this.
He never expected any more of her in the corporate wife area than she could give. A lot of people would, and she got that. Roarke’s enterprises included holdings, properties, factories, markets, and God knew, on and off planet. He was absurdly rich, with all the power that went with it. A lot of men in his position would expect a spouse to be at their beck, to drop everything and drape themselves over his arm at a moment’s notice.
He didn’t.
For every business event or social occasion she managed to attend as his wife, there were probably three she missed.
Moreover, there were countless times he arranged his schedule to suit hers, or put in time as consultant on a case.
In fact, when she thought about it, he made a much better cop’s husband than she made corporate wife.
“Maybe I owe you a foot rub,” she considered. “You’re a pretty good deal.”
He skimmed a finger down her foot, from toes to heel. “I certainly am.”
“But I’m still not getting out of this dress.” She scooted down in her seat, closed her eyes. “Wake me up when we land.”
She’d only started to drift when the communicator in her evening bag signaled. “Oh, come on.” She didn’t open her eyes but reached out, clamped a hand on the bag. “What’s our ETA?”
“About fifteen.”
With a nod, she pulled out the communicator and engaged. “Dallas.”
DISPATCH, DALLAS, LIEUTENANT EVE. REPORT TO BELVEDERE CASTLE, CENTRAL PARK. OFFICERS ON SCENE. HOMICIDE, SINGLE VICTIM.


“Contact Peabody, Detective Delia. I’ll meet her on scene. My ETA is thirty minutes.”
ACKNOWLEDGED. DISPATCH OUT.


“Shit.” Eve dragged a hand through her hair. “You can dump me and go on.”
“I dislike dumping my wife. I’ll go with you and wait.”
She scowled down at the fancy dress. “I hate going to scenes in these getups. I hear about it for weeks.”
It was worse because she had to put the shoes back on, and then navigate in them over the grass and onto the paths of the city’s greatest park.
The castle sat at the highest point of the park, with its skinny tower rising up into the night sky and the rocky ground giving way to the lake at its feet.
It was a pretty enough spot, she supposed, for tourists to take their snaps and vids during the day. Once the sun set, areas like this were the natural habitat of the street sleepers, chemi-heads, unlicensed companions on the troll, and those with nothing better to do than look for trouble.
The current city administration made a lot of noise about keeping the parks and monuments clean. And to their credit they even tossed money at the process with some regularity. There would be volunteers as well as city workers combing the park for litter, blasting off graffiti, sprucing up gardens and such.
Then everyone would get cozy and comfortable and put their efforts into other matters until it all went to hell again.
At the moment it was in decent shape with hardly enough litter to make the predawn cleanup crews work themselves into a lather.
With Roarke beside her, she strode as best she could toward the barricades the cops had already put in place. The castle was lit up like day with crime-scene lights.
“You don’t have to wait,” she told him. “I can catch a ride.”
“I’ll wait.”
Rather than argue, she shrugged and, pulling out her badge, went through the barricades.
No one made any comments about the dress or shoes. She’d figured her rep for ass-kicking would have kept the uniforms quiet, but it surprised her not to detect a single grin or snicker behind her back.
It surprised her more when her partner stepped toward her without a smart remark on her wardrobe.
“Dallas. It’s bad.”
“What’ve we got?”
“Female, caucasian, about thirty. I got the scene recorded. I was about to run her for ID when they told me you’d arrived on scene.” They walked together, Peabody in her comfortable airskids, Eve in the arch-killing heels. “Sexual homicide. Raped and strangled. But he didn’t stop there.”
“Who found her?”
“A couple of kids. Jesus, Dallas.” Peabody stopped a moment, stood in her hastily thrown-on clothes, rubbing a hand over her tired face. “Snuck out of the house, thought they’d have a little adventure. Sure as hell got more than that. We’ve contacted the parents and child services. We’ve got them in a black-and-white.”
“Where is she?”
“Down there.” Peabody led the way, then pointed.
She lay on the rocks, just above the dark, still water of the lake. She wore nothing but what looked to be a red ribbon tied around her neck. Her hands were clasped together between her breasts, as if in prayer, or plea.
Her face was smeared with blood. Blood, Eve thought, that had spilled out of her when he’d taken her eyes.
She had to ditch the shoes or risk breaking her neck. Using the can of Seal-It from the field kit Peabody handed her, she coated her hands, her bare feet. Even so, it wasn’t an easy climb down in the party dress, and she imagined she looked completely ridiculous, completely uncoplike, sparkling her way over rocks toward a body.
She heard something rip, and ignored it.
“Oh, man.” Peabody winced. “You’re going to ruin that dress, and it’s totally iced.”
“I’d give a month’s pay for a goddamn pair of jeans and a normal shirt. A pair of fucking boots.” Then she put it out of her mind, set her feet solidly, and turned to the body.
“Didn’t rape her down here. There’s going to be a secondary scene. Even a lunatic doesn’t rape a woman on a heap of rocks when there’s all this grass. Raped her somewhere else. Killed or incapacitated her somewhere else. Had to carry her down here. Had to have some muscle and bulk to manage that—unless there was more than one of them. She’s what, maybe a hundred and thirty pounds anyway. Deadweight.”
More to protect the scene than the dress, Eve hitched the skirt up. “Let’s get an ID on her, Peabody. Find out who she is.”
While Peabody used the Identi-pad, Eve studied the position of the body. “Posed her. Praying? Begging? Resting in peace? What’s your message?”
She crouched to examine the body. “Visual evidence of physical and sexual assault. Facial bruises, torso, forearms—those look defensive. She’s got some matter under her nails. Tried to fight, scratched at him. It’s not skin. Looks like fibers.”
“Her name’s Elisa Maplewood,” Peabody said. “Central Park West address.”
“Not so far from home,” Eve stated. “She doesn’t look uptown. No pedicure. Hands aren’t smooth and pampered. Got calluses.”
“Lists employment as a domestic.”
“Yeah, that’s more like it.”
“She’s thirty-two. Divorced. Dallas, she’s got a four-year-old kid. A daughter.”
“Oh, hell.” Eve drew it in, then set it aside. “Bruises on her thighs and the vaginal area. Red corded ribbon around her throat.”
It was dug into her skin so the bruised flesh puffed around it, then the tails draped down to her breasts.
“Time of death, Peabody?”
“Getting it.” Peabody drew back the gauge, studied the readout. “Twenty-two twenty.”
“About three hours ago. And the kids found her?”
“Just after midnight. First on scene responded, dealt with the kids, took a visual from above, and called it in at quarter to one.”
“Okay.” Steeling herself, she took the microgoggles, slipped them on, then bent over the ruined face. “Took his time here. Didn’t hack at her. Neat, precise cuts. Almost surgical, like he was doing a fucking transplant. So the eyes were what he was after. They were the prize. The beating, the rape, those were just the prelude.”
She eased back and took off the goggles. “Let’s turn her, check the back.”
There was nothing but the darkened flesh from the settling of blood, and what Eve identified as grass stains on the buttocks and down the thighs.
“Came at her from behind, that’s what he did. But it didn’t matter to him if she saw him. Knocked her down—sidewalk or pavement. No, gravelly path. See the scrapes on her elbows? Smacks her around. She tries to fight him off, tries to scream. Maybe she does scream, but he’s hauling her away, somewhere he can have his fun without anyone trying to interfere. Drags her, across the grass. Beats her into submission, rapes her. Ties the cord around her neck, kills her. When that part of the job’s over, it’s time for the real business.”
Eve replaced the goggles. “Strip off what’s left of her clothes, take her shoes, anything else she was wearing. Jewelry, anything that individualizes her. Carry her down here. Pose her. Take the eyes—carefully. Check the pose, make any necessary adjustments. Wash off all that blood in the lake if you want. Clean up, take your prize, and be on your way.”
“Ritual killing?”
“His ritual anyway. They can bag her,” Eve said as she straightened. “Let’s see if we can find the kill site.”
Roarke watched her slide her feet back into the shoes. She’d have been better off barefoot, he mused, but that wasn’t an option the lieutenant would consider.
Despite the heels, the glamorous dress—worse for wear now—the glitter of diamonds, she was every inch the cop. Tall, lean, steady as the rocks she’d just climbed on to view some new horror. You wouldn’t see the horror in her eyes, those long, golden brown eyes. She looked pale in the harsh lights, and the glare of them only accentuated her sharp features. Her hair, nearly the same color as those eyes, was short, choppy, and mussed now from the breeze off the water.
He watched her stop, hold a brief conversation with a uniform. Her voice would be flat, he knew, and brisk, and reveal nothing of what she felt.
He saw her gesture, and saw the stalwart and more comfortably dressed Peabody nod. Then Eve was peeling off from the group of cops and heading back to him.
“You’re going to want to go on home,” she told him. “This is going to take some time.”
“I suspect it will. Rape, strangulation, mutilation.” He lifted a brow when her eyes narrowed. “I keep my ear to the ground when it involves my cop. Can I help?”
“No. I’m keeping civilians—even you—out. He didn’t kill her down there, so we need to find where he did. I probably won’t make it home tonight.”
“Would you like me to bring you, or send you, a change of clothes?”
Since even with his amazing powers, he couldn’t just snap his fingers and put her in boots and trousers, she shook her head. “I’ve got spare stuff in my locker at Central.” She glanced down at the dress, sighed at the smears of dirt, the small tears, the stains from body fluid. She’d tried to be careful, but there you go, and God knew what he paid for the damn thing.
“Sorry about the dress.”
“It’s not important. Get in touch when you can.”
“Sure.”
She struggled—knew he knew she struggled—not to wince when he skimmed a finger down the dent in her chin, when he leaned down and brushed his lips to hers. “Good luck, Lieutenant.”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
As he walked back to the limo, he heard her raise her voice. “Okay, boys and girls, fan out. Teams of two. Standard evidence search.”
He wouldn’t have carried her far, Eve deduced. What would be the point? The added time, trouble, the additional risk of being seen. Still, they were talking Central Park, so it wasn’t going to be quick and easy unless they ran into incredible luck.
She did, inside of thirty minutes.
“Here.” She held up a hand to stop Peabody, then crouched. “Ground’s torn up some. Hand me the goggles. Yeah, yeah,” she said after she’d strapped them on. “We got some blood here.”
She went down on hands and knees, her nose nearly to the ground, like a hound scenting prey. “I want this area cordoned off. Call the sweepers. I want to see if they can find any trace. Look here.”
She got tweezers out of the field kit. “Broken fingernail. Hers,” she decided when she held it up to the light. “Didn’t make it easy for him, did you, Elisa? You did what you could.”
She bagged the nail, then sat back on her heels.
“Dragged her over the grass. You can see where she tried to dig in. Lost a shoe. That’s why she’s got grass stains and dirt on one foot. But he went back for it. Took her clothes with him.”
She pushed to her feet. “We’ll check bins in a ten-block radius in case he dumped them. They’ll be torn, bloody, dirty. We’ll see if we can get a description of what she was wearing, but even without it, we’ll look. Kept them though, didn’t you?” she murmured. “Kept them as a memento.”
“She lives a couple blocks from here,” Peabody commented. “Grabbed her close to home, dragged her here, did the job, then carried her over to the dump site.”
“We’ll canvass. Let’s get this coordinated, then take her residence.”
Peabody cleared her throat, studied Eve’s dress. “You’re going like that?”
“Got a better idea?”
It was hard not to feel a little ridiculous, striding in her ruined dress and mile-high shoes toward the night droid on door duty in front of Maplewood’s building.
At least she had her badge. It was one of those things she never left home without. “Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody, NYPSD. Regarding Elisa Maplewood. She lives here?”
“I’ll need to scan your IDs to verify.”
He looked pretty spiffy for so early in the morning, but that was a droid for you. He wore a natty red uniform with silver trim, and was designed to replicate a man in his mid-fifties, just a bit of silver at the temples to match the braid.
“These are in order. Ms. Maplewood is a live-in domestic, employed by Mr. and Mrs. Luther Vanderlea. What’s this about?”
“Did you see Ms. Maplewood tonight?”
“I’m midnight to six. Haven’t seen her.”
“We’ll need to see the Vanderleas.”
“Mr. Vanderlea is out of town. You’ll need to clear a visit with the desk. Comp’s on this time of night.”
He unlocked the doors, walked in with them. “Secondary scan for ID,” he informed them.
It irritated, but Eve passed her badge through the electronics on the fancy desk in the black-and-white lobby.
YOUR IDENTIFICATION IS VERIFIED, DALLAS, LIEUTENANT EVE. WHAT IS THE NATURE OF YOUR BUSINESS?


“I need to speak with Mrs. Luther Vanderlea, regarding her employee, Elisa Maplewood.”
ONE MOMENT WHILE MRS. VANDERLEA IS CONTACTED.


The droid hovered while they waited. Quiet music played. It had switched on when they’d started across the lobby. Set to activate, Eve assumed, when a human entered.
Why people needed music to cross a room, she couldn’t say.
The lights were dim, the flowers fresh. A few good pieces of furniture—in case you wanted to sit down and listen to the recorded music—were arranged tastefully. There were two elevators in the south wall, and four security cameras to sweep the lobby.
The Vanderleas had a lot of bucks under the belt.
“Where’s Mr. Vanderlea?” she asked the droid.
“Is this an official inquiry?”
“No, I’m just a nosy so-and-so.” She waved her badge under his nose. “Yes, this is an official inquiry.”
“Mr. Vanderlea is in Madrid on business.”
“When did he leave?”
“Two days ago. He’s due back tomorrow evening.”
“What—” She broke off as the comp signaled.
MRS. VANDERLEA WILL SEE YOU NOW. PLEASE TAKE ELEVATOR A TO THE FIFTY-FIRST FLOOR. YOU WILL FIND MRS. VANDERLEA IN PENTHOUSE B.


“Thanks.” Even as they crossed the checkerboard floor, the elevator doors opened. “Why do we thank machines?” Eve wondered out loud. “They couldn’t possibly give a shit.”
“One of those innate human traits. That’s why programmers have them thanking us, too, I guess. You ever been to Madrid?”
“No. Maybe. No,” she decided. She’d been a lot of places over the last couple of years. “I don’t think. Do you know who designs shoes like the ones I’m wearing, Peabody?”
“The shoe god. Those are magolicious shoes, sir.”
“No, not the shoe god. These are the product of a man, a devious flesh and blood man, who secretly hates all women. By designing shoes like this, he can torture them for profit.”
“They make your legs look a hundred feet tall.”
“Yeah, that’s what I want all right. A pair of hundred-foot legs.” Resigned, she stepped off on fifty-one.
The door to Penthouse B was wide as a truck, and opened by a petite woman in her thirties wearing a moss green dressing gown.
Her hair was long and sleep-tousled, and was a deep, dark red with subtle gold streaks streamed through it.
“Lieutenant Dallas? God, is that a Leonardo?”
Since she was goggling at the dress, it didn’t take Eve long to conclude she was talking about it. “Probably.” As Leonardo was not only the current darling of the fashionable set, but also the main squeeze of Eve’s closest friend. “I was . . . at a thing. My partner, Detective Peabody. Mrs. Vanderlea?”
“Yes, I’m Deann Vanderlea. What’s this about?”
“Can we come in, Mrs. Vanderlea?”
“Yes, of course. I’m confused. When they called from downstairs and said the police wanted to see me, my first thought was something happened to Luther. But I’d have gotten a call from Madrid, wouldn’t I?” She smiled, uncertainly. “Nothing’s happened to Luther, has it?”
“We’re not here about your husband. This concerns Elisa Maplewood.”
“Elisa? Well, she’s in bed at this hour. Elisa can’t be in any trouble.” She folded her arms. “What’s this about?”
“When did you last see Ms. Maplewood?”
“Right before I went to bed. About ten. I went to bed early. I had a headache. What is this?”
“I’m sorry to tell you, Mrs. Vanderlea, but Ms. Maplewood is dead. She was killed earlier tonight.”
“That—that’s just ridiculous. She’s in bed.”
The simplest, cleanest way, Eve knew, was not to argue. “You may want to check on that.”
“It’s nearly four in the morning. Of course she’s in bed. Her suite is back here, off the kitchen.”
She swept away, through the spacious living area, furnished in what Eve recognized as antiques. A lot of gleaming wood and curved lines, deep colors, complex patterns and sparkling glassware. It flowed into a media room, with the wall screen recessed, and the game and communication center housed in some sort of cabinet. Armoire, she corrected. That’s what Roarke called those big-ass cabinets.
A dining room angled off to the side, with the kitchen behind it.
“I’d like you to wait here, please.”
Snippy now, Eve noted. Irritated and afraid.
Mrs. Vanderlea opened a set of wide pocket doors and walked into what Eve assumed was Elisa Maplewood’s personal area.
“This place is huge,” Peabody whispered.
“Yeah, lots of space, lots of stuff.” She looked around the kitchen. Everything was silver and black. Dramatic, efficient, and so clean she doubted even a team of sweepers would come up with a single mote of dust.
It wasn’t that different a setup than the one in Roarke’s house. She didn’t think of the kitchen as hers. That was Summerset’s province, and she was more than happy to let him rule there.
“I’ve met her before.”
Peabody glanced back from her ogling of the massive AutoChef. “You know Vanderlea?”
“Met them, don’t know them. One of the ‘dos’ I got dragged to. Roarke knows them. I didn’t place the name, who the hell can remember all those people? But her face clicked.”
She turned as Mrs. Vanderlea hurried back into the room. “She’s not there. I don’t understand. She’s not in her room, or anywhere in her suite. Vonnie’s sleeping. Her daughter, her little girl. I don’t understand.”
“Does she often go out at night?”
“No, of course she—Mignon!” With this, she dashed back into Elisa’s suite.
“Who the hell is Mignon?” Eve muttered.
“Maybe Maplewood switched to girls. Might have a lover.”
“Mignon’s not here.” Deann was sheet-white now, and her fingers trembled as she held them to her throat.
“Who is—”
“Our dog.” She spoke quickly, the words jumping out of her mouth. “Really Elisa’s dog, emotionally. A little teacup poodle I bought a few months ago—for company, for the girls, but Mignon bonded with Elisa. She—she probably took her for a walk. She often does that the last thing at night. She took the dog for a walk. Oh, God. Oh, my God.”
“Mrs. Vanderlea, why don’t you sit down? Peabody, some water.”
“Was there an accident? Oh God, was there an accident?” There weren’t tears, not yet, but Eve knew there would be.
“No, I’m sorry, it wasn’t an accident. Ms. Maplewood was attacked, in the park.”
“Attacked?” She said it slowly, as if the word were foreign. “Attacked?”
“She was murdered.”
“No. No.”
“Drink a little water, ma’am.” Peabody pressed the glass she’d poured into Deann’s hands. “Sip a little water.”
“I can’t. I can’t. How can this be? We were just talking, a few hours ago. We were sitting right here. She told me to take a blocker and go to bed. And I did. We . . . the girls were tucked in for the night, and she made me tea and told me to go to bed. How did this happen? What happened?”
No, Eve thought. It wasn’t the time to make it worse with details. “Drink some water.” She noticed Peabody going over to close the pocket doors.
The kid, Eve remembered. This wasn’t a conversation a child should hear, if she should wake.
When she did wake, Eve thought, her world would be changed, irrevocably.

Chapter 2
“How long has she worked for you?” Eve knew the answer, but it would be easier to guide Deann over smooth ground before they moved to the rocks.
“Two years. Two years. I—we—my husband travels a great deal, and I decided I wanted live-in help rather than just the day staff and droids. More for company, I suppose. I hired Elisa because I liked her.”
She ran a hand over her face and made an obvious effort to settle. “She was qualified, of course, but we just hit it off right away. If I were to hire someone who’d live in my house, be a part of my household, I wanted it to be someone I was comfortable with, on a personal level. The other deciding factor was Vonnie. Yvonne, her daughter. I have a little girl, I have Zanna. They’re the same age, and I thought they’d be playmates. They are. They’re like family. They are family. Oh God, Vonnie.”
She pressed her hands to her mouth, and now the tears came. “She’s only four. She’s just a baby. How will I tell her that her mother’s . . . How will I tell her?”
“We can do that, Mrs. Vanderlea.” Peabody sat. “We’ll talk to her, and have a counselor from Child Protection available for her.”
“She doesn’t know you.” Deann pushed to her feet, walked across the room to a drawer, took out tissues. “She’d only be more frightened and confused if she heard . . . from a stranger. I have to tell her. I have to find the way to tell her.”
She dabbed her cheeks with a tissue. “I need a second.”
“Take your time,” Eve told her.
“We’re friends. Like Zanna and Vonnie. It wasn’t . . . our relationship wasn’t like employer and employee. Her parents . . .”
Deann drew in a breath, long, deep. Eve gave her top points for control when she came back to the table. “Her mother lives downtown, with Elisa’s stepfather. Her father, ah, he’s in Philadelphia. I can . . . I can get in touch with them. I think, they need to hear this from me first. They need . . . I have to call Luther. I have to tell him.”
“Are you sure you want to handle this yourself?” Eve asked her.
“She would have done it for me.” When her voice broke, she pressed her lips together, bore down. “She would have taken care of my baby, and I’ll take care of hers. She would have . . . Oh, God, how could this happen?”
“Did she mention any problems to you? Speak of being concerned about someone who bothered her, or made threats?”
“No. No. She would have. People liked Elisa.”
“Was she involved with anyone—romantically, socially?”
“No. She really wasn’t dating at this point. She’d had a difficult divorce, and was interested in creating a stable home for her daughter, and just—as she put it—giving men a rest.”
“Was there someone she rebuffed or discouraged?”
“Not that I . . . was she raped?” Deann’s hands fisted on the table.
“The medical examiner has yet to determine—” Eve broke off when Deann’s hand shot out, gripped hers.
“You know, and I won’t have you holding back. She was my friend.”
“The indications are she was raped, yes.”
The hand tightened on Eve’s, trembled once, violently, then released. “You’ll find him. You’ll find him and you’ll make him pay.”
“That’s my intention. If you want to help me do that, I need you to think. If there’s anything, however insignificant it seems to you. If she said anything, however casually.”
“She would have fought,” Deann stated. “Her husband was abusive, and she got counseling, she got help, and she left him. She learned to stand up for herself. She would have fought.”
“She did. Where’s the ex-husband?”
“I’d like to say he’s sweating in hell, but he’s in the Caribbean with his current bimbo. He lives there, runs some sort of dive shop. He hasn’t seen his own child, not once, not ever. Elisa was eight months pregnant when she filed for divorce. I won’t let him have that child.”
A combative light glowed on her face now, and the heat of it toughened her voice. “I’ll fight him if he tries to take custody. I can do that for her.”
“When’s the last time she heard from him?”
“A few months ago, I think, when his child support payment was late again. Bitching and complaining about having to give her his money when she had this cozy setup here.” She drew that long breath again. “The money went directly into an account for Vonnie, for her education. Not that he’d think of that.”
“Did you ever meet him?”
“No, I was denied that dubious pleasure. To my knowledge he hasn’t been back to New York in four years. I’m not thinking very clearly yet,” she admitted. “But I will. I can promise you, I’ll think very clearly, very carefully, and do anything I can to help you. But I need to call my husband now. I need to talk to Luther—and to be alone, please. To be alone so I can find the right way to tell Vonnie when she wakes up. To tell Vonnie and my own little girl.”
“We’ll need to see her rooms, look through her things. Some time tomorrow. Is that a problem?”
“No. I’d let you do it now, but . . .” She looked back toward the door. “I want Vonnie to sleep, as long as she can.”
Eve rose. “If you’d get in touch with me in the morning then.”
“I will. I’m sorry, I’ve completely forgotten who you are.”
“Dallas. Lieutenant Dallas. Detective Peabody.”
“Right. Right. I admired your dress when you came to the door. It seems like years ago already.” She got up, rubbing at her face as she studied Eve. “You seem familiar to me. I can’t figure out if it’s because it seems you’ve been here for years, or if you are.”
“I think we met before, at some charity dinner or something.”
“At a charity dinner? Oh, well, of course. Roarke. You’re Roarke’s wife. Roarke’s cop, people call you. I don’t have all my wits.”
“No problem. I’m sorry to meet you again under these circumstances.”
Her gaze sharpened now, and the warrior gleam still lit her face. “When people talk about Roarke’s cop over their cocktails and canapés, they say she’s a little scary, a little mean, and very relentless. Would that be a fair description?”
“Close enough.”
“Good. Good.” Deann held out her hand, took Eve’s firmly. “Because you’re my cop now, too.”
“She’s got a tough road over the next few days,” Peabody commented as they rode down to the lobby. “She strikes me as the kind who’ll handle it when she gets her balance.”
“She’s got spine,” Eve agreed. “We’ll look at the ex-husband. Could be he decided to come up to New York. Talk to the vic’s parents, other friends. Get a clearer picture of her routine from the Vanderleas.”
“It wasn’t a chance kill. The mutilation takes it out of the box for me. The setup, the pose. If it wasn’t personal, a one-on-one sort of thing, it was planned, at least.”
“Agreed.” They crossed the lobby, and headed out to the waiting black-and-white. “Maplewood walked the dog at night. A routine, a pattern. Killer notices her, notices the pattern, and lies in wait. Tells me he knew the dog wouldn’t go for him, or had a way to incapacitate the dog.”
“Have you ever seen one of those little poodles?” Peabody held her hands together to form a little cup.
“Still got teeth, right?”
She stood just outside the car, scanning the neighborhood. Well lit. Security droids would patrol regularly. Doormen on duty 24/7. There would have been some vehicular traffic that time of night, during the attack.
“She walked the dog into the park. Just the verges, probably, but she went inside. Felt safe. She lives here, knows the area. Probably stayed close to the street, but not close enough. He’d have to be fast. Have to be waiting, almost certainly.”
She left the sidewalk herself, picturing it. “Let the dog sniff around the trees, do the dog thing. It’s a nice night. She’d relax, enjoy it. She and Vanderlea might’ve been pals, but she still worked in there, and hard. You could see by her hands. She’d enjoy a little time out here with the dog, just walking, just hanging.”
She played her light over the grass, toward the grab spot that was surrounded by barricades. “He waited until she was out of sight of the street. Just far enough. Killed the dog or the dog ran off.”
“Killed the dog?” Peabody’s immediate distress had Eve shaking her head.
“A guy beats, rapes, strangles, and mutilates a woman, I don’t think he’s going to see offing a dog as crossing any lines.”
“Jeez.”
Eve headed back toward the car. She could go home, change. Home was closer than Central. It would save her the indignity of walking through Central in her current attire. A point that couldn’t be overvalued.
“The black-and-white can take us to my place. We can put together what we’ve got, catch a couple hours’ sleep and start fresh in the morning.”
“I hear that. I also hear the unspoken. You don’t want to go to Central in your party dress.”
“Shut up, Peabody.”
It was after five A.M. when Eve crept into the bedroom. She stripped off as she crossed to the bed, letting clothes lay where they fell, then crawled naked into bed.
She hadn’t made a sound, had barely shifted the mattress, but Roarke’s arm circled her waist, and drew her back against him.
“Didn’t mean to wake you up. I’m going to catch a couple hours. Peabody’s bunked in her favorite guest room.”
“Turn it off, then.” His lips brushed her hair. “Just sleep.”
“Two hours,” she murmured. And turned it off.
Her next, not quite coherent thought was: Coffee.
She could smell it. The seductive scent climbed into her sleeping brain like a lover up a flower-strewn trellis. Then she blinked her eyes open, and saw Roarke.
He was invariably up before her, and as usual was already dressed in one of his master-of-the-world suits. But instead of being in the sitting area of the bedroom, as was his habit, scanning the early stock reports and whatever over his breakfast, he was sitting on the side of the bed, looking at her.
“What’s up? Something happen? Was there another—?”
“No. Relax.” He pressed a hand to her shoulder to hold her down when she started to spring up. “I’m your wake-up call, complete with coffee.” He moved the cup into her line of sight.
And watched her eyes glaze over with longing.
“Gimme.”
He eased back, handed it over, waited while she took her first, desperate swallow. “You know, darling, if caffeine ever makes it to the illegals list, you’re going to have to register as an addict.”
“They try to make coffee an illegal, I’ll kill them all, and it won’t be an issue. How do I rate coffee in bed?”
“I love you.”
“Yeah, you do.” She took another gulp, grinned. “Sucker.”
“That’s no way to persuade me to get you a second cup.”
“I love you back?”
“That would probably work.” He rubbed a thumb along the shadows already dogging her eyes. “You need more than two hours, Lieutenant.”
“It’s all I can spare. I’ll make it up. Eventually. Gonna grab a shower.”
She was up, and took what was left of the coffee with her into the bathroom. He heard her call for jets on full, at one-oh-one. And only shook his head at her habit of boiling herself awake every morning.
He’d see that she got some fuel in her, and hopefully wouldn’t have to tie her down and force-feed her. He’d just begun to program the AutoChef for breakfast, when he heard the quick padding steps behind him.
“I’d swear there was a chip in your head that signals any time anyone so much as thinks of food.” Roarke glanced down at the pudgy cat rubbing hopefully against his leg. “I’ll wager you’ve already been fed in the kitchen.”
Galahad purred like an engine and rubbed harder. Ignoring him for the moment, Roarke selected French toast for Eve, something she had a hard time resisting. He added a couple rashers of bacon, knowing his own weakness where the cat was concerned.
Eve came out wearing a short white terry robe. “I’m just going to grab something at Central when . . .” She sniffed the air, spotted the plate of French toast. “That was low.”
“Yes.” He patted the seat beside him, then moved the cat when Galahad took him up on the invitation. “Not you. Sit down, Eve. You can spare fifteen minutes for some breakfast.”
“Maybe. Besides, I should fill you in on a couple things. Two birds, time efficiency.” She sat, poured syrup lavishly over bread.
She took a bite, nudged the cat back as he tried to belly toward her plate, then reached for the fresh coffee Roarke poured. “The victim worked for Luther and Deann Vanderlea.”
“Of Vanderlea Antiquities?”
“That’s what it said when I ran his data. How well do you know them?”
“I used Vanderlea extensively when furnishing this house, and others. Consulted with his father for most of it, but I know Luther and his wife. I wouldn’t call them personal friends, but certainly friendly acquaintances. He’s knowledgeable about his business, and very involved in the running of it at this stage. Pleasant enough people, and she’s very bright and charming. Are they suspects?”
“Luther was in Madrid at the time of the murder. As far as I can confirm at this point. Wife’s not on my list. In fact, unless she’s an award-winning actress, she and the victim were as much friends as boss and domestic. More. She took it hard, but stood up to it. I liked her.”
“I can tell you, from what I know of Luther, I can’t see him raping a woman, much less murdering one and cutting out her eyes.”
“He the type who might try to diddle with the maid under his wife’s nose?”
“One never knows what a man might try to diddle with under his wife’s nose, but it wouldn’t be my call where he’s concerned, no. They strike me as very happy together. I think they have a young child.”
“Girl, age four. Same age as the victim’s daughter. Deann Vanderlea’s having a very hard morning.”
“The victim have a spouse?”
“Ex. Lives in the Caribbean. Abusive history. We’ll look at him close.”
“Current lover?”
“Not according to Deann. Victim, Elisa Maplewood, purportedly went out, between ten and midnight, to walk the little foo-foo dog. We’ll get the exact from building security. Strolled into the park where he grabbed her. Waited—had to be waiting—attacked, raped, strangled, then carted her over to the rocks to lay her out, finish his job. Are the eyes a symbol?” she wondered. “Windows to the soul, an eye for an eye? Or a twisted religious ritual? Maybe just a souvenir.”
“You’ll want Mira.”
“Oh yeah.” Eve thought of the city’s top profiler. “I’m pulling her in this morning.”
She’d cleaned her plate while she’d talked and got up now to dress. “We could get lucky, and this was a one-time deal.”
“Why do you think it’s not?”
“Too organized and precise. Too many symbols. The eyes, red ribbon, the pose. Maybe we find all these apply directly somehow to Elisa Maplewood, but I think they apply to the killer rather than the victim. They mean something to him, personally. Elisa may have been a type: physically, her location, her background, something of the sort. Or it may have been enough for her to be female and available.”
“Do you want my help with the Vanderleas?”
“I might, at some point.”
“Let me know. Darling, not that jacket.” More resigned than appalled, he rose to take the one she’d yanked out of her closet, and after a quick study, drew out one with pale blue checks over cream. “Trust me.”
“I don’t know what I did before you were my fashion consultant,” she told him.
“I do, but I don’t like to think about it.”
“I know a dig when I hear one.” She sat to pull on her boots.
“Mmm.” He slid his hands in his pockets, and fingered a small gray button. One that had fallen off possibly the most unattractive, ill-cut suit he’d ever seen. One she’d been wearing the first time he’d laid eyes on her.
“I’ve a ’link conference shortly, then I’ll be in midtown most of the day.” He leaned over, laid his lips on hers. Left them there for a long, satisfying moment. “Take care of my cop.”
“That’s my plan. You know, I hear your friends say your cop is scary, mean, and relentless. What do you say about that?”
“Lieutenant, your friends say the same. Give my best to Peabody,” he added as he walked out.
“I’ll keep your best,” she called out, “and give her what’s left over.”
She heard him laugh, and decided that was every bit as good as coffee for setting her up for the day.
Setting up the appointment with Dr. Mira was her first task when she got to her office at Central. Peabody’s to-do list included confirming Luther Vanderlea had been in Madrid, and ascertaining the ex-husband’s whereabouts.
Eve fed the known data into her office computer and ran a check with IRCCA to search for any other like crimes.
The number of sexual homicides involving mutilation didn’t surprise her. She’d been a cop too long. Even the number that involved damaging, destroying, or removing the victims’ eyes didn’t put a hitch in her stride.
She eliminated those where the perpetrator was in a cage, or in the ground, and spent her morning studying the unsolved or unconvicted.
Her ’link signaled a number of times—reporters on the scent. And these she easily ignored.
Letting accumulated data cook, she shifted back to the victim.
Who was Elisa Maplewood?
Standard public education, she read. No college. One marriage, one divorce, one child. Professional mother’s stipend through first two years. Parents divorced when she was thirteen. Mother, also a domestic; stepfather, a laborer. Father in the Bronx, unemployed and with a sheet, Eve mused, and looked more closely at Abel Maplewood.
Petty larceny, drunk and disorderlies, receiving stolen property, assaults—spousal assault, illegal gambling, public lewdness.
“Well, well, Abel, you’re a little bit of a creep, aren’t you?”
No sexual assaults on record, but there was always a first time. Fathers raped their daughters. She knew that only too well. They held them down, beat them, broke their bones, and pushed themselves into their own flesh and blood.
She eased slowly away from the desk when she felt her heart begin to race. When she felt the memories, the nightmare of memories, begin to descend over her mind.
She went for water rather than coffee, drank it, slowly as well, standing at her single, narrow window.
She knew what Elisa had suffered during the rape—the pain, the terror that was more than pain—the degradation and shock. She knew, the way only another victim knew.
But she had to use that knowledge to find the killer, to find justice, or she was no good. If she let those memories come down too hard, blur her focus, she was no good.
Time to get back into the field, she told herself. Back in the field and do the job.
“Dallas?”
She didn’t turn, and didn’t ask herself how long Peabody had been there, watching her find her control. “You confirm Vanderlea?”
“Yes, sir. He was in Madrid, as advertised. He’s on his way home now. Canceled his last day of business after his wife contacted him. He was at a breakfast meeting this morning—time difference, here and Europe—at seven Madrid time. Next to impossible for him to have zipped home, killed Maplewood, zipped back and made that meeting.”
“The ex?”
“Brent Hoyt. He’s clear. Seeing as he spent the night at the drunk tank on St. Thomas last night, he wasn’t in New York.”
“All right. Maplewood’s father—Abel—has a sheet. We’ll need to look at him. We’re heading back to the Vanderleas first.”
“Ah, there’s someone here who wants to speak to you.”
“Pertinent?”
“Well . . .”
“I don’t have time to chat.” Eve turned around. “We’ll check in with Morris at the morgue, then head uptown. I have to be back here to meet with Mira.”
“Yeah, well, she’s very insistent. Claims to have information. She looks normal.”
“As opposed to? If someone’s come in with information regarding the current investigation, why didn’t you just say so?”
“Because—” Peabody debated letting Eve find out for herself, or protecting her own skin. It was a short debate. “She says she’s a psychic.”
Eve stopped dead. “Oh, come on. Feed her to the liaison. You know better than to let the loonies in.”
“She’s registered and licensed. And she pulled the pal card.”
“I don’t have psychic pals. It’s a firm policy.”
“No, it’s the mutual friend deal.”
“Mavis has all kinds of looney friends. I don’t let them into my office.”
“Not Mavis. She claims to be a friend of Louise’s. Dr. Dimatto. The really normal, upstanding Dr. D. And she’s shook, Dallas. Her hands are trembling.”
“Hell. We give her ten minutes.” She checked her wrist unit, and as a buffer set it to signal in ten. “Bring her in.”
Eve sat, brooded. This is what happened when you went and made friends. They had to go out and make friends, and then those friends somehow insinuated themselves into your life, or your work. Before you knew it you were hip-deep in people.
And half of them were crazy.
All right, she amended. Not all psychics were crazy or scamming. Some of them—a very few some of them—were legit. She was well aware that law enforcement sometimes used sensitives to good effect.
But she didn’t use them. She believed in doing the job through investigative procedure, technological processes, evidentiary study, deduction. Then you tossed in instinct, luck, and some ass-kicking.
That worked just fine for her.
She went for coffee now.
She turned from the AutoChef, cup in hand as the woman came to the door with Peabody.
She looked normal. Her hair was long, waving past her shoulders in a perfectly normal shade of brown. A dark and glossy brown that looked as if it might have been the one God opted for when he put her together. Her skin was dusky and smooth, her eyes a clear and pale green that showed nerves, but seemed sane, as they met Eve’s directly.
The face was strong and sexy with one of those lush mouths and a thin, aquiline nose. Mexican or Spanish blood, Eve assumed. Ancestors who’d baked in the heat and strummed guitars. Exotic.
Eve put her in the middle thirties. Judged her to be about five six, with a toned, disciplined build.
She wore casual and well-cut pants with a long shirt, both the color of summer poppies, a couple of rings with deeply colored stones, and dangles at her ears—slim drops of gold.
“Lieutenant Dallas. This is Celina Sanchez.”
“Okay, Ms. Sanchez, have a seat. I’m pressed for time, so why don’t we get right to it.”
“All right.” She sat, folded her hands tightly together on her lap. She breathed in and out once. “He took her eyes.”
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