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As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods;

They kill us for their sport.
—Shakespeare
Politics, as the word is commonly understood,

are nothing but corruptions.
—Jonathan Swift

prologue
Dear Comrade,
We are Cassandra.
It has begun.
All we have worked for, all we have trained for, all we have sacrificed for is in place. A dawn after so long a twilight. The goals set over thirty years ago will be achieved. The promises made will be kept. And the martyr’s blood that was shed avenged at long last.
We know you are concerned. We know you are cautious. This is what makes you a wise general. Believe that we have taken your counsel and your warnings to heart. We do not break the moratorium on this righteous and bitter war with a battle we intend to lose. We are well-equipped, our cause well-financed, and all steps and options have been considered.
We send this transmission to you, dear friend and Comrade, as we joyfully prepare to continue our mission. Already, first blood has been spilled, and we rejoice. Circumstances have put an opponent in our path you would find worthy. We have attached to this transmission a dossier on Lieutenant Eve Dallas of the so-called New York City Police and Security Department so that you might familiarize yourself with this adversary.
Through the defeat of this enemy, our victory will be all the sweeter. She is, after all, another symbol of the corrupt and oppressive system we will destroy.
Your wise counsel directed us to this place. We have lived among these pitiful pawns of a weak-kneed society, wearing our smiling mask as we scorn their city and their system of repression and decay. We have to their blind eyes become one of them. No one questions us as we move about these immoral and filthy streets. We are invisible, a shadow among shadows as you, and the one we both loved, taught us the canniest soldier must be.
And when we have destroyed, one by one, the symbols of this overfed society, demonstrating our power and our clean-minded plan for the new realm, they will tremble. They will see us, and they will remember him. The first symbol of our glorious victory will be a monument to him. In his image.
We are loyal, and our memory is long.
You will hear the first rumble of battle tomorrow.
Speak of us to all the patriots, to all the loyal.
We are Cassandra.

chapter one
On this particular night, a beggar died unnoticed under a bench in Greenpeace Park. A history professor fell bloodied, his throat slashed three feet from his front door for the twelve credits in his pocket. A woman choked out one last scream as she crumpled under her lover’s pounding fists.
And not yet done, death circled its bony finger, then jabbed it gleefully between the eyes of one J. Clarence Branson, the fifty-year-old copresident of Branson Tools and Toys.
He’d been rich, single, and successful, a jolly man with reason to be as co-owner of a major interplanetary corporation. A second son and the third generation of Bransons to provide the world and its satellites with implements and amusements, he’d lived lavishly.
And had died the same way.
J. Clarence’s heart had been skewered with one of his own multipower porta drills by his steely-eyed mistress, who’d bolted him to the wall with it, reported the incident to the police, then had calmly sat sipping claret until the first officers arrived on the scene.
She continued to sip her drink, settled cozily in a high-backed chair in front of a computer-generated fire while Lieutenant Eve Dallas examined the body.
“He’s absolutely dead,” she coolly informed Eve. Her name was Lisbeth Cooke, and she made her living as an advertising executive in her deceased lover’s company. She was forty, sleekly attractive, and very good at her job. “The Branson 8000 is an excellent product—designed to satisfy both the professional and the hobbyist. It’s very powerful and accurate.”
“Uh-huh.” Eve scanned the victim’s face. Pampered and handsome, even though death had etched a look of stunned and sorrowful surprise on his face. Blood soaked through the breast of his blue velvet dressing gown and puddled glossily on the floor. “Sure did the job here. Read Ms. Cooke her rights, Peabody.”
While her aide attended to the matter, Eve verified time and cause of death for the record. Even with the voluntary confession, the business of murder would follow routine. The weapon would be taken into evidence, the body transported and autopsied, the scene secured.
Gesturing to the crime scene team to take over, Eve crossed the royal red carpet, sat across from Lisbeth in front of the chirpy fire that blew out lush heat and light. She said nothing for a moment, waiting several beats to see what reaction she might get from the fashionable brunette with fresh blood splattered somehow gaily on her yellow silk jumpsuit.
She got nothing but a politely inquiring stare. “So . . . you want to tell me about it?”
“He was cheating on me,” Lisbeth said flatly. “I killed him.”
Eve studied the steady green eyes, saw anger but no shock or remorse. “Did you argue?”
“We had a few words.” Lisbeth lifted her claret to full lips painted the same rich tone as the wine. “Most of them mine. J. C. was weak-minded.” She shrugged her shoulders and silk rustled. “I accepted that, even found it endearing in many ways. But we had an arrangement. I gave him three years of my life.”
Now she leaned forward, eyes snapping with the temper behind the chill. “Three years, during which time I could have pursued other interests, other arrangements, other relationships. But I was faithful. He was not.”
She drew in a breath, leaned back again, very nearly smiled. “Now he’s dead.”
“Yeah, we got that part.” Eve heard the ugly suck and scrape as the team struggled to remove the long steel spike from flesh and bone. “Did you bring the drill with you, Ms. Cooke, with the intention of using it as a weapon?”
“No, it’s J. C.’s. He putters occasionally. He must have been puttering,” she mused with a casual glance toward the body the crime scene team was now removing from the wall in a ghastly ballet of movements. “I saw it there, on the table, and thought, well, that’s just perfect, isn’t it? So I picked it up, flicked it on. And used it.”
It didn’t get much simpler, Eve mused, and rose. “Ms. Cooke, these officers will take you down to Cop Central. I’ll have some more questions for you.”
Obligingly, Lisbeth swallowed the last of the claret, then set the glass aside. “I’ll just get my coat.”
Peabody shook her head as Lisbeth tossed a full-length black mink over her bloody silks and swept out between two uniforms with all the panache of a woman heading out to the next heady social engagement.
“Man, it takes all kinds. She drills the guy, then hands us the case on a platter.”
Eve shrugged into her leather jacket, picked up her field kit. Thoughtfully, she used solvent to clean the blood and Seal-It from her hands. The sweepers would finish up, then secure the scene. “We’ll never get her on murder one. That’s just what it was, but I’ll lay odds it’s pleaded down to manslaughter within forty-eight hours.”
“Manslaughter?” Genuinely shocked, Peabody gaped at Eve as they stepped into the tiled elevator for the trip down to the lobby level. “Come on, Dallas. No way.”
“Here’s the way.” Eve looked into Peabody’s dark, earnest eyes, studied her square, no-nonsense face under its bowl-cut hair and police-issue hat. And was nearly sorry to cut into that unswerving belief in the system. “If the drill proves to be the victim’s, she didn’t bring a weapon with her. That cuts down on premeditation. Pride’s got her now, and a good dose of mad, but after a few hours in a cell, if not before, survival instinct will kick in, and she’ll lawyer up. She’s smart, so she’ll lawyer smart.”
“Yeah, but we’ve got intent. We’ve got malice. She just made a statement for the record.”
That was the book. As much as Eve believed in the book, she knew the pages often became blurred. “And she doesn’t have to renege on it, just embellish it. They argued. She was devastated, upset. Maybe he threatened her. In a moment of passion—or possibly fear—she grabbed the drill.”
Eve stepped off the elevator, crossed the wide lobby with its pink marble columns and glossy ornamental trees. “Temporary diminished capacity,” she continued. “Possibly an argument for self-defense, though it’s bullshit. But Branson was about six-two, two-twenty, and she’s five-four, maybe one-fifteen. They could make that work. Then, in shock, she contacts the police immediately. She doesn’t attempt to run or to deny what she did. She takes responsibility, which would earn points with a jury if it comes down to it. The PA knows that, so he’ll plead it down.”
“That really bites.”
“She’ll do time,” Eve said as they stepped outside into a cold as bitter as the scorned lover now in custody. “She’ll lose her job, spend a hefty chunk of credits on her lawyer. You take what you can get.”
Peabody glanced over at the morgue wagon. “This one should be so easy.”
“Lots of times the easy ones have the most angles.” Eve smiled a little as she opened the door of her vehicle. “Cheer up, Peabody. We’ll close the case, and she won’t walk. Sometimes that’s as good as it gets.”
“It wasn’t like she loved him.” At Eve’s arched brow, Peabody shrugged. “You could tell. She was just pissed because he’d screwed around on her.”
“Yeah, so she screwed him—literally. So remember, loyalty counts.” The car ’link beeped just as she started the engine. “Dallas.”
“Hey, Dallas, hey. It’s Ratso.”
Eve looked at the ferret face and beady blue eyes on-screen. “I’d never have guessed.”
He gave the wheezy inhale that passed for a laugh. “Yeah, right. Yeah. So listen, Dallas, I got something for you. How ’bout you meet me and we’ll deal. Okay? Right?”
“I’m heading into Central. I’ve got business. And my shift’s over ten minutes ago, so—”
“I got something for you. Good data. Worth something.”
“Yeah, that’s what you always say. Don’t waste my time, Ratso.”
“It’s good shit.” The blue eyes skittered like marbles in his skinny face. “I can be at The Brew in ten.”
“I’ll give you five minutes, Ratso. Practice being coherent.”
She broke the connection, swung away from the curb, and headed downtown.
“I remember him from your files,” Peabody commented. “One of your weasels.”
“Yeah, and he just did ninety days on a D and D. I got the indecent exposure tossed. Ratso likes to flaunt his personality when he’s piss-faced. He’s harmless,” Eve added. “Mostly full of wind, but every now and again, he comes up with some solid data. The Brew’s on the way, and Cooke can hold for a bit. Run the serial number on the murder weapon. Let’s verify if it belonged to the victim. Then find the next of kin. I’ll notify them once Cooke’s booked.”
The night was clear and cold with a stiff wind snapping down the urban canyons and chasing most of the foot traffic indoors. The glide-cart vendors held out, shivering in the steam and stink of grilling soy dogs, hoping for a few hungry souls hearty enough to brave February’s teeth.
The winter of 2059 had been brutally cold, and profits were down.
They left the swank Upper East Side neighborhood with its clear, unbroken sidewalks and uniformed doormen and headed south and west where the streets went narrow and noisy and the natives moved fast, their eyes on the ground and their fists over their wallets.
Smashed against curbs, the remnants of the last snowfall was soot gray and ugly. Nasty patches of ice still slicked sidewalks and lay in wait for the unwary. Overhead, a billboard swam with a warm blue sea hemmed by sugar-white sand. The busty blonde frolicking in the waves wore little more than a tan and invited New York to come to the islands and play.
Eve entertained herself with thoughts of a couple of days in Roarke’s island getaway. Sun, sand, and sex, she mused as she negotiated bad-tempered evening traffic. Her husband would be happy to provide all three, and she was nearly ready to suggest it. Another week or two maybe, she decided. After she cleared up some paperwork, finished some court appearances, tied a couple of dangling loose ends.
And, she admitted, felt a little more secure about being away from the job.
She’d lost her badge and had nearly lost her way too recently for the sting to have faded. Now that she had both back, she wasn’t quite ready to set duty aside for a quick bout of indulgence.
By the time she found a parking space on the second-level street ramp near The Brew, Peabody had the requested data. “According to the serial numbers, the murder weapon belonged to the victim.”
“Then we start off with murder in the second,” Eve said as they trooped down to the street. “The PA won’t waste time trying to prove premeditation.”
“But you think she went there to kill him.”
“Oh yeah.” Eve crossed the sidewalk toward the murky lights of an animated beer mug with dingy foam sliding down the sides.
The Brew specialized in cheap drinks and stale beer nuts. Its clientele ran to grifters down on their luck, low-level office drones and the cut-rate licensed companions who hunted them, and a smatter of hustlers with nothing left to hustle.
The air was stale and overheated, conversation scattered and secret. Through the smeared light, several gazes slid to Eve, then quickly away.
Even without Peabody’s uniform beside her, she whispered cop. They would have recognized it in the way she stood—the long, rangy body alert, the clear brown eyes steady, focused, and flat as they took in faces and details.
Only the uninitiated would have seen just a woman with short, somewhat choppily cut brown hair, a lean face with sharp angles and a shallow dent in the chin. Most who patronized The Brew had been around and could smell cop at a dead run in the opposite direction.
She spotted Ratso, his pointy rodent face nearly inside the mug as he sucked back beer. As she walked toward his table, she heard a few chairs scrape shyly away, saw more than one pair of shoulders hunch defensively.
Everyone’s guilty of something, she thought, and sent Ratso a fierce, bare-toothed smile. “This joint doesn’t change, Ratso, and neither do you.”
He offered her his wheezy laugh, but his gaze had danced nervously over Peabody’s spit-and-polish uniform. “You didn’t hafta bring backup, Dallas. Jeez, Dallas, I thought we was pals.”
“My pals bathe regularly.” She jerked her head toward a chair for Peabody, then sat herself. “She’s mine,” Eve said simply.
“Yeah, I heard you got you a pup to train.” He tried a smile, exposing his distaste for dental hygiene, but Peabody met it with a cool stare. “She’s okay, yeah, she’s okay since she’s yours. I’m yours, too, right, Dallas? Right?”
“Aren’t I the lucky one.” When the waitress started over, Eve merely gave her a glance that had her changing directions and leaving them alone. “What have you got for me, Ratso?”
“I got good shit, and I can get more.” His unfortunate face split into a grin Eve imagined he thought cagey. “If I had some working credit.”
“I don’t pay on account. On account of I might not see your ugly face for another six months.”
He wheezed again, slurped up beer, and sent her a hopeful look out of his tiny, watery eyes. “I deal square with you, Dallas.”
“So, start dealing.”
“Okay, okay.” He leaned forward, curving his skinny little body over what was left in his mug. Eve could see a perfect circle of scalp, naked as a baby’s butt, at the crown of his head. It was almost endearing, and certainly more attractive than the greasy strings of paste-colored hair that hung from it. “You know The Fixer, right? Right?”
“Sure.” She leaned back a little, not so much to relax but to escape the puffs of her weasel’s very distasteful breath. “He still around? Christ, he must be a hundred and fifty.”
“Nah, nah, wasn’t that old. Ninety-couple maybe, and spry. You bet The Fixer was spry.” Ratso nodded enthusiastically and sent those greasy strings bobbing. “Took care of himself. Ate healthy, got regular sex from one of the girls on Avenue B. Said sex kept the mind and body tuned up, you know.”
“Tell me about it,” Peabody muttered and earned a mild glare from Eve.
“You’re giving me past tense here.”
Ratso blinked at her. “Huh?”
“Did something happen to The Fixer?”
“Yeah, but wait. I’m getting ahead of things.” He dug his skinny fingers into the shallow bowl of sad-looking nuts. Chomped on them with what was left of his teeth as he looked at the ceiling and pulled his easily scattered thoughts back into line. “About a month ago, I got some . . . I had me a view-screen unit, needed a little work.”
Eve’s eyebrows lifted under her fringe of bangs. “To cool it off,” she said mildly.
He wheezed, slurped. “See, it got sorta dropped, and I took it in to Fixer so’s he could diddle with it. I mean, the guy’s a genius, right? Nothing he can’t make work like brand-fucking-new.”
“And it’s so clever the way he can change serial numbers.”
“Yeah, well.” Ratso’s smile was nearly sweet. “We got to talking, and The Fixer, he knows how I’m always looking for a little pickup work. He says how he’s got this job going. Big one. Really flush. They got him building timers and remotes and little bugs and shit. Done up some boomers, too.”
“He told you he was putting together explosives?”
“Well, we was sorta pals, so yeah, he was telling me. Said how they heard he used to do that kind of shit when he was in the army. And they was paying heavy credits.”
“Who was paying?”
“I don’t know. Don’t think he did, either. Said how a couple guys would come to his place, give him a list of stuff and some credits. He’d build the shit, you know? Then he’d call this number they give him, leave a message. Just supposed to say like the products are ready, and the two guys would come back, pick the stuff up, and give him the rest of the money.”
“What did he figure they wanted with the stuff?”
Ratso lifted his bony shoulders, then looked pitifully into his empty mug. Knowing the routine, Eve lifted a finger, turned it down toward Ratso’s glass. He brightened immediately.
“Thanks, Dallas. Thanks. Get dry, you know? Get dry talking.”
“Then get to the point, Ratso, while you still have some spit in your mouth.”
He beamed as the waitress came over to slop urine-colored liquid in his mug. “Okay, okay. So he says how he figures maybe these guys are looking to shake down a bank or jewelry store or something. He’s working on some bypass unit for them, and he’s clued in that the timers and remotes set off the boomers he’s got going for them. Says maybe they’ll want a little guy who knows his way under the street. He’ll maybe put in a word for me.”
“What are friends for?”
“Yeah, that’s it. Then I get a call from him a couple weeks later. He’s really wired up, you know? Tells me the deal isn’t what he figured. That it’s bad shit. Real bad shit. He ain’t making any sense. Never heard old Fixer like that. He was real scared. Said something about being afraid of another Arlington, and how he needed to go under awhile. Could he flop with me until he figured out what to do next? So I said sure, hey sure, come on over. But he never did.”
“Maybe he went under somewhere else?”
“Yeah, he went under. They fished him outta the river a couple days ago. Jersey side.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Yeah.” Ratso brooded into his beer. “He was okay, you know? Word I got is somebody cut his tongue right outta his head.” He lifted his tiny eyes, fixed them mournfully on Eve. “What kinda person does that shit?”
“It’s bad business, Ratso. Bad people. It’s not my case,” she added. “I can take a look at the file, but there’s not a lot I can do.”
“They offed him ’cause he figured out what they was gonna do, right? Right?”
“Yeah, I’d say that follows.”
“So you gotta figure out what they’re gonna do, right? You figure it out, Dallas, then you stop them and take them down for doing The Fixer like that. You’re a murder cop, and they murdered him.”
“It’s not as simple as that. It’s not my case,” she said again. “If they fished him out in New Jersey, it’s not even my damn city. The cops working it aren’t likely to take kindly to me horning in on their investigation.”
“How much you figure most cops gonna bother with somebody like Fixer?”
She nearly sighed. “There are plenty of cops who’ll bother. Plenty who’ll work their butt off trying to close the case, Ratso.”
“You’ll work harder.” He said it simply, almost childlike faith in his eyes. And Eve felt her conscience stir restlessly. “And I can find out shit for you. If Fixer talked to me some, he coulda maybe talked to somebody else. He didn’t scare easy, you know. He come through the Urban Wars. But he was plenty scared when he called me that night. They didn’t do him that way ’cause they was gonna take out a bank.”
“Maybe not.” But she knew there were some who would gut a tourist for a wrist unit and a pair of airboots. “I’ll look into it. I can’t promise any more than that. You find out anything that adds to this, you get in touch.”
“Yeah, okay. Right.” He grinned at her. “You’ll find out who did Fixer that way. The other cops, they didn’t know about the shit he was into, right? Right? So that’s good data I give you.”
“Yeah, good enough, Ratso.” She rose, dug credits out of her pocket, and laid them on the table.
“You want me to run down the file on this floater?” Peabody asked when they stepped back outside.
“Yeah. Tomorrow’s soon enough.” As they climbed back up to her vehicle, Eve dug her hands into her pockets. “Do a run on Arlington, too. See what buildings, streets, citizens, businesses, that kind of thing have that name. If we find anything, we can turn it over to the investigating officer.”
“This Fixer, did he weasel for anybody?”
“No.” Eve slid behind the wheel. “He hated cops.” For a moment she frowned, drummed her fingers. “Ratso’s got a brain the size of a soybean, but he’s got Fixer down. He didn’t scare easy, and he was greedy. Kept that shop of his open seven days a week, worked it solo. Rumor was he had his old army-issue blaster under the counter, and a hunting knife. Used to brag he could fillet a man as quick and easy as he could a trout.”
“Sounds like a real fun guy.”
“He was tough and sour and would sooner piss in a cop’s eye than look at one. If he wanted out of this deal he was in, it had to be way over the top. Nothing much would’ve put this old man off.”
“What’s that I hear?” Cocking her head, Peabody cupped a hand at her ear. “Oh, that must be the sound of you getting sucked in.”
Eve hit the street with a bit more bounce than necessary. “Shut up, Peabody.”
 
She missed dinner, which was only mildly irritating. The fact that she’d been right about the PA and the plea bargain on Lisbeth Cooke was downright infuriating. At least, Eve thought as she let herself into the house, the twit could have stuck for murder two a little longer.
Now, scant hours after Eve had arrested her in the wrongful death of one J. Clarence Branson, Lisbeth was out on bail and very likely sitting cozily in her own apartment with a glass of claret and a smug little smile on her face.
Summerset, Roarke’s butler, slipped into the foyer to greet her with a baleful eye and a sniff of disapproval. “You are, once again, quite late.”
“Yeah? And you are, once again, really ugly.” She dropped her jacket over the newel post. “Difference is, tomorrow I might be on time.”
He noted that she looked neither pale nor tired—two early signs of overwork. He would have suffered the torments of the damned before he would have admitted—even to himself—that the fact pleased him.
“Roarke,” he said in frigid tones as she breezed by him and started up the steps, “is in the video room.” Summerset’s brow arched slightly. “Second level, fourth door on the right.”
“I know where it is,” she muttered, though it wasn’t absolutely true. Still, she would have found it, even though the house was huge, a labyrinth of rooms and treasures and surprises.
The man didn’t deny himself anything, she thought. Why should he? He’d been denied everything as a child, and he’d earned, one way or another, all the comforts he now commanded.
But even after a year, she wasn’t really used to the house, the huge stone edifice with its juts and its towers and the lushly planted grounds. She wasn’t used to the wealth, she supposed, and never would be. The kind of financial power that could command acres of polished wood, sparkling glass, art from other countries and centuries, along with the simple pleasures of soft fabrics, plush cushions.
The fact was, she’d married Roarke in spite of his money, in spite of how he’d earned a great portion of it. Fallen for him, she supposed, as much for his shadows as his lights.
She stepped into the room with its long, luxurious sofas, its enormous wall screens, and complex control center. There was a charmingly old-fashioned bar, gleaming cherry with stools of leather and brass. A carved cabinet with a rounded door she remembered vaguely held countless discs of the old videos her husband was so fond of.
The polished floor was layered with richly patterned rugs. A blazing fire—no computer-generated image for Roarke—filled the hearth of black marble and warmed the fat, sleeping cat curled in front of it. The scent of crackling wood merged with the spice of the fresh flowers spearing out of a copper urn nearly as tall as she and the fragrance of the candles glowing gold on the gleaming mantel.
On-screen, an elegant party was happening in black and white.
But it was the man, stretched out comfortably on the plush sofa, a glass of wine in his hand, who drew and commanded attention.
However romantic and sensual those old videos with their atmospheric shadows, their mysterious tones could be, the man who watched them was only more so. And he was in three glorious dimensions.
Indeed, he was dressed in black and white, the collar of his soft white shirt casually unbuttoned. At the end of long legs clad in dark trousers, his feet were bare. Why, she wondered, she should find that so ripely sexy, she couldn’t say.
Still, it was his face that always drew her, that glorious face of an angel leaping into hell with the light of sin in his vivid blue eyes and a smile curving the poetic mouth. Sleek black hair framed it, falling nearly to his shoulders. A temptation for any woman’s fingers and fists.
It hit her now, as it often did, that she’d started falling for him the moment she’d seen that face. On her computer screen in her office, during a murder investigation. When he’d been on her short list of suspects.
A year ago, she realized. Only a year ago, when their lives had collided. And irrevocably changed.
Now, though she’d made no sound, came no closer, he turned his head. His eyes met hers. And he smiled. Her heart did the long, slow roll in her chest that continued to baffle and embarrass her.
“Hello, Lieutenant.” He held out a hand in welcome.
She crossed to him, let their fingers link. “Hi. What are you watching?”
“Dark Victory. Bette Davis. She goes blind and dies in the end.”
“Well, that sucks.”
“But she does it so courageously.” He gave her hand a little tug and urged her down on the sofa with him.
When she stretched out, when her body curved easily, naturally against his, he smiled. It had taken a great deal of time and a great deal of trust between them to persuade her to relax this way. To accept him and what he needed to give her.
His cop, he thought as he toyed with her hair, with her dark corners and terrifying courage. His wife, with her nerves and her needs.
He shifted slightly, content when she settled her head on his shoulder.
Since she’d gone that far, Eve decided it would be a pretty good idea to pull off her boots and to take a sip from his glass of wine. “How come you’re watching an old video like this if you already know how it ends?”
“It’s the getting there that counts. Did you have dinner?”
She made a negative sound, passed him back his wine. “I’ll get something in a bit. I got hung up on a case that came in right before end of shift. Woman screwed a guy to the wall with his own drill.”
Roarke swallowed wine, hard. “Literally, or metaphorically?”
She chuckled a little, enjoying the wine as they passed the glass back and forth. “Literally. Branson 8000.”
“Ouch.”
“You betcha.”
“How do you know it was a woman?”
“Because after she pinned him to the wall, she called it in, then waited for us. They were lovers, he was playing around, so she drilled a two-foot steel rod through his cheating heart.”
“Well, that’ll teach him.” Ireland cruised through his voice like whiskey and had her tilting her head to look up at him.
“She went for the heart. Me, I’d’ve screwed it through his balls. More to the point, don’t you think?”
“Darling Eve, you’re a very direct woman.” He lowered his head to touch his lips to hers—one brush, then two.
It was her mouth that heated, her hands that reached up to fist in his thick, black hair and drag him closer. Take him deeper. Before he could shift to set the wine aside, she flipped over, knocking the glass to the floor as she straddled him.
He lifted a brow, eyes glinting, as he used his nimble fingers to unbutton her shirt. “I’d say we know how this one ends, too.”
“Yeah.” Grinning, she bent down to bite his bottom lip. “Let’s see how we get there this time.”

chapter two
Eve scowled at her desk-link after she’d finished her conversation with the PA’s office. They’d accepted a plea of man two on Lisbeth Cooke.
Second-degree manslaughter, she thought in disgust, for a woman who had cool-headedly, cold-bloodedly ended a life because a man couldn’t control his dick.
She’d do a year at best in a minimum-security facility where she’d paint her nails and brush up on her fucking tennis serve. She’d very likely sign a disc and video deal on the story for a tidy sum, retire, and move to Martinique.
Eve knew she’d told Peabody to take what you could get, but even she hadn’t expected it to be so little.
She damn well let the APA—and she’d told the spineless little prick in short, pithy terms—inform the next of kin why justice was too overworked to bother—why it had been in such a fucking hurry to deal it hadn’t even waited to settle until she’d finished her report.
Setting her teeth, she rapped a fist against her computer in anticipation of its vagaries and called up the ME’s report on Branson.
He’d been a healthy male of fifty-one, with no medical conditions. There were no marks or injuries to the body other than the nasty hole made by a whirling drill bit.
No drugs or alcohol in the system, she noted. No indication of recent sexual activity. Stomach contents indicated a simple last meal of carrot pasta and peas in a light cream sauce, cracked wheat bread, and herbal tea ingested less than an hour before time of death.
Pretty boring meal, she decided, for such a sneaky ladies’ man.
And who, she asked herself, said he was a ladies’ man but the women who’d killed him? In their damn rush to clear the dockets, they hadn’t given her time to verify the motive for the pissy man two.
When it hit the media, and it would, she imagined a lot of dissatisfied sexual partners were going to be eyeing the tool closet.
Lover piss you off? she thought. Well, see how he likes a taste of the Branson 8000—the choice of professionals and serious hobbyists. Oh yeah, she thought Lisbeth Cooke could work up a pretty jazzy ad campaign using that angle. Sales would shoot right up.
Relationships had to be society’s most baffling and brutal form of entertainment. Most could make an arena ball playoff game look like a ballroom dance. Still, lonely souls continued to seek them out, cling to them, fret and fight over them, and mourn the loss of them.
No wonder the world was full of whacks.
The glint of her wedding ring caught her eye and made her wince. That was different, she assured herself. She hadn’t sought anything out. It had found her, taken her down like a hard tackle to the back of the knees. And if Roarke ever decided he wanted out, she’d probably let him live.
In a permanent body cast.
Disgusted all around, she spun back to her machine and began to hammer out the investigative report the PA’s office apparently didn’t want to bother with.
She glanced up as E-Detective Ian McNab poked a head in her doorway. His long golden hair was braided today, and only one iridescent hoop graced his earlobe. Obviously to make up for the conservative touch, he wore a thick sweater in screaming greens and blues that hung to the hips of black pipe-stem trousers. Shiny blue boots completed the look.
He grinned at her, green eyes bold in a pretty face. “Hey, Dallas, I finished checking out your victim’s ’links and personal memo book. The stuff from his office just came in, but I figured you’d want what I’ve got so far.”
“Then why isn’t your report on my desk unit?” she asked dryly.
“Just thought I’d bring it over personally.” With a friendly smile, he dropped a disc on her desk, then plopped his butt on the corner.
“Peabody’s running data for me, McNab.”
“Yeah.” He moved his shoulders. “So, she’s in her cube?”
“She’s not interested in you, pal. Get a clue here.”
He turned his hand over, examined his nails critically. “Who says I’m interested in her? She still seeing Monroe, or what?”
“We don’t talk about it.”
His eyes met hers briefly, and they shared a moment of the vague disapproval neither of them liked to show for Peabody’s continued involvement with a slick if appealing licensed companion. “Just curious, that’s all.”
“So ask her yourself.” And report back to me, she added silently.
“I do.” He grinned again. “Gives her a chance to snarl at me. She’s got great teeth.”
He got up, paced around Eve’s cramped box of an office. They both would have been surprised to realize their thoughts on relationships were, at that moment, running on parallel lines.
McNab’s hot date with an off-planet flight consultant had cooled and soured the night before. She’d bored him, he thought now, which should have been impossible as she’d put her truly magnificent breasts on display in something sheer and silver.
He hadn’t been able to work up any enthusiasm because his thoughts had continued to drift to the way a certain prickly cop looked in her starched uniform.
What the hell did she wear under that thing? he wondered now, as he had unfortunately wondered the night before. That speculation had caused him to end the evening early, annoying the flight consultant so that when he came to his senses—as he was sure he would—he’d never get another shot at those beautiful breasts.
He was, he decided, spending too many nights home alone, watching the screen.
Which reminded him.
“Hey, I caught Mavis’s video on-screen last night. Frigid.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty great.” Eve thought of her friend; even now on her first tour to promote her recording disc for Roarke’s entertainment arm, singing her butt off in Atlanta. Mavis Freestone, Eve thought sentimentally, was a long way from shrieking her lungs out for the zoned and the glazed at dives like the Blue Squirrel.
“The disc is starting to take off. Roarke thinks it’ll make the top twenty next week.”
McNab jingled credit chips in his pocket. “And we knew her when, right?”
He was stalling, Eve thought, and she was letting him. “I think Roarke’s planning a party or something once she gets back.”
“Yeah? Great.” Then he perked up at the unmistakable sound of police-issue shoes slapping worn linoleum. McNab had his hands in his pockets and a look of sheer disinterest on his face when Peabody came through the door.
“NJPSD came through with—” She broke off, scowled. “What do you want, McNab?”
“Multiple orgasms, but you guys copped that one out of the goodie bag.”
A laugh tried to bubble into her throat, but Peabody controlled it. “The lieutenant doesn’t have time for your pitiful jokes.”
“Actually, the lieutenant kind of liked that one,” Eve said, then rolled her eyes when Peabody glared at her. “Take off, McNab, play period’s over.”
“Just thought you’d be interested,” he continued, “that in running the ’links and memo books of the deceased, no calls, incoming and outgoing, were transmitted to a female other than his assailant or his office staff. No records of appointments appear in his log for liaisons,” he said, rolling out the word with a smirk for Peabody, “other than those involving Lisbeth Cooke—who he often refers to as Lissy my love.”
“No record of another woman?” Eve pursed her lips. “What about another guy?”
“Nope, no dates either way, and no indication of bisexuality.”
“Interesting. Run the office logs, McNab. I wonder if Lissy my love was lying about her motive, and if so, why she killed him.”
“I’m on it.” As he strolled out, he paused just long enough to throw Peabody a loud, exaggerated kiss.
“He is such a complete asshole.”
“Maybe he irritates you, Peabody—”
“There’s no maybe involved.”
“But he was smart enough to see that his report might change a few angles on this case.”
The idea of McNab dipping his toe into one of her cases, again, had Peabody bristling. “But the Cooke case is closed. The perpetrator confessed, has been charged, booked, and bonded.”
“She got man two. If it wasn’t a crime of passion, maybe we get more. It’s worth finding out if Branson was bouncing on somebody on the side or if she made that up to cover another motive. We’ll take a run over to his office later today, ask some questions. Meanwhile . . .” She wagged her curled fingers toward the disc Peabody still held.
“Detective Sally’s primary,” Peabody began as she handed Eve the disc. “He’s got no problem cooperating. Basically because he’s got nothing. The body’d been in the river at least thirty-six hours before discovery. He’s got no witnesses. The victim wasn’t carrying any cash or credits, but he did have ID and credit cards. He was wearing a wrist unit—Cartier knockoff but a good one—so Sally ruled out a standard mugging, especially when the autopsy didn’t turn up a tongue.”
“There’s a clue,” Eve muttered and slid the disc into a slot on her unit.
“ME’s report indicates the tongue was severed with a serrated blade, premortem. However, lacerations and bruising at the back of the neck, and the lack of defensive indicate the victim was probably knocked unconscious before the impromptu surgery, then dumped in the river. They strapped his hands and feet before giving him the toss. Drowning’s down as cause of death.”
Eve tapped her fingers. “Any reason I should bother reading this report?” she asked and earned a grin.
“Detective Sally was talkative. I don’t think he’d struggle if you wanted to take the case. He pointed out that since the victim lived in New York, it’s a toss-up right now if he was killed here or on the other side of the river.”
“I’m not taking the case, I’m just looking at it. You run Arlington?”
“Everything that popped is on side B of the disc.”
“Fine. I’ll skim through, then we’ll head over to Branson’s office.”
Eve narrowed her eyes as a tall, gangly man in worn jeans and an ancient parka hesitated at her doorway. Early twenties, she judged, with a look of such open innocence in eyes of dreamy gray she could already hear the street thieves and hustlers lining up to pluck his pockets clean.
He had the thin, bony face she associated with martyrs or scholars, and brown hair worn in a smooth tail and liberally streaked from the sun.
His smile was slow and shy.
“Looking for someone?” Eve began. At the question, Peabody turned, gaped, then let out what could only be called a squeal.
“Hey, Dee.” His voice creaked, as if he used it rarely.
“Zeke! Oh wow, Zeke!” She took one vaulting leap and jumped into long, welcoming arms.
The sight of Peabody in her ruthlessly pressed uniform with her regulation shoes dangling inches off the floor while she giggled—it was the only word to describe the sound—and pressed cheerful kisses onto the long face of the man who held her had Eve slowly rising to her feet.
“What are you doing here?” Peabody demanded. “When did you get here? Oh, it’s so good to see you. How long can you stay?”
“Dee,” was all he said, and hauled her up another inch to press his lips to her cheek.
“Excuse me.” Well aware how quickly tongues could wag in the unit, Eve stepped forward. “Officer Peabody, I suggest you have this little reunion on your personal time.”
“Oh, sorry. Put me down, Zeke.” But she kept an arm wrapped possessively around him even when her feet hit the floor. “Lieutenant, this is Zeke.”
“I got that far.”
“My brother.”
“Oh yeah?” Eve took another look, searching for family resemblance. There was none—not body type, not coloring, not in features. “Nice to meet you.”
“Didn’t mean to interrupt.” Zeke flushed a little and held out a big hand. “Dee’s had lots of good things to say about you, Lieutenant.”
“Glad to hear it.” Eve found her hand lost inside one the consistency of granite and as gentle as silk. “So which one are you?”
“Zeke’s the baby,” Peabody said with such adoration Eve had to grin.
“Some baby. What are you, about six-six?”
“And a quarter,” he said with a shy smile.
“He takes after our father. They’re both tall and skinny.” Peabody gave her brother a fierce squeeze. “Zeke’s a wood artist. He builds the most beautiful furniture and cabinets.”
“Come on, Dee.” The flush became a blush. “I’m just a carpenter. Handy with tools, that’s all.”
“There’s a lot of that going around lately,” Eve murmured.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming to New York?” Peabody demanded.
“Wanted to surprise you. Didn’t know for sure I’d come until a couple of days ago.”
He stroked a hand over her hair in a way that made Eve think of relationships again. Some weren’t about sex or power or control. Some were just about love.
“I got a commission to custom-build cabinets from these people who saw my work back in Arizona.”
“That’s great. How long will it take?”
“Don’t know till they’re done.”
“Okay, well, you’ll stay at my place. I’ll get you the key and tell you how to get there. You’ll take the subway.” She gnawed her lip. “Don’t go wandering around, Zeke. It’s not like home. Are you carrying your money and ID in your back pocket, because—”
“Peabody.” Eve held up a finger for attention. “Take the rest of the day on personal time, get your brother settled in.”
“I don’t want to be any trouble,” Zeke began.
“You’ll be more trouble if she’s worried about you getting mugged six times before you get to her apartment.” Eve added a smile to soften it, though she’d already decided the guy had M for mark all over his face. “Things are slow here, anyway.”
“The Cooke case.”
“I think I can handle it solo,” Eve said mildly. “Anything pops, I’ll tag you. Go show Zeke the wonders of New York.”
“Thanks, Dallas.” Peabody took her brother’s hand, vowing that she’d make sure he didn’t see the seamier side of those wonders.
“Nice to’ve met you, Lieutenant.”
“You, too.” She watched them go off, Zeke bending his body slightly toward Peabody as she bubbled with sisterly affection.
Families, Eve mused. They continued to baffle her. But it was nice to see that, occasionally, they worked.
 
“Everyone loved J. C.” Chris Tipple, Branson’s executive assistant, was a man of about thirty with hair approximately the same shade as the swollen red rims of his eyes. Even now he wept unashamedly, tears trickling down his chubby, pleasant face. “Everyone.”
Which might have been the problem, Eve mused, and waited once again while Chris scrubbed his cheeks with his crumpled handkerchief. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“It’s just impossible to believe he won’t come through that door.” His breath hitched as he stared at the closed door of the big, bright office suite. “Ever again. Everyone’s in shock. When B. D. made the announcement this morning, no one could speak.”
He pressed the handkerchief to his mouth as if his voice had failed him again.
B. Donald Branson, the victim’s brother and partner, Eve knew, and waited for Chris to finish.
“You want some water, Chris? A soother?”
“I’ve taken a soother. It doesn’t seem to help. We were very close.” Mopping his streaming eyes, Chris didn’t notice Eve’s look of consideration.
“You had a personal relationship?”
“Oh yes. I’d been with J. C. for nearly eight years. He was much more than my employer. He was . . . he was like a father to me. Pardon me.”
Obviously overcome, he buried his face in his hands. “I’m sorry. J. C. wouldn’t want me to fall apart this way. It doesn’t help. But I can’t—I don’t think any of us can take it in. We’re closing down for a week. The whole operation. Offices, factories, everything. The memorial . . .” He trailed off, struggling. “The memorial service is scheduled for tomorrow.”
“Quick.”
“J. C. wouldn’t have wanted it to be drawn out. How could she have done it?” He fisted the damp cloth in his hand, staring blindly at Eve. “How could she have done it, Lieutenant? J. C. adored her.”
“You know Lisbeth Cooke?”
“Of course.”
He rose to pace, and Eve could only be grateful. It was difficult to watch a grown man grieve while he was sitting in a chair shaped like a pink elephant. Then again, she was sitting in a purple kangaroo.
It was obvious, with one look at the late J. Clarence Branson’s office, that he’d enjoyed indulging in his own toys. The shelves lining one wall were loaded with them, from the simple remote-control space station to the series of multitask minidroids.
Eve did her best not to look at their lifeless eyes and small-scale bodies. It was too easy to imagine them popping to life and . . . well, God knew what.
“Tell me about her, Chris.”
“Lisbeth.” He sighed heavily, then in an absent gesture adjusted the sunshade tint on the wide window behind the desk. “She’s a beautiful woman. You’d have seen that for yourself. Smart, capable, ambitious. Demanding, but J. C. didn’t mind that. He told me once if he didn’t have a demanding woman, he’d end up puttering and playing his life away.”
“They spent a lot of time together?”
“Two evenings a week, sometimes three. Wednesdays and Saturdays were standard—dinner with theater or a concert. Any social event that required his presence or hers, and Monday lunch—twelve-thirty to two. A three-week vacation every August wherever Lisbeth wanted to go, and five weekend getaways through the year.”
“Sounds pretty regimented.”
“Lisbeth insisted on that. She wanted conditions spelled out and obligations on both sides clear-cut and in order. I think she understood J. C’s mind tended to wander, and she wanted his full attention when they were together.”
“Any other part of him tend to wander?”
“Excuse me?”
“Was J. C. involved with anyone else?”
“Involved—romantically? Absolutely not.”
“How about just sexually?”
Chris’s round face stiffened, the puffy eyes went cool. “If you’re insinuating that J. Clarence Branson was unfaithful to the woman he’d made a commitment to, nothing could be more false. He was devoted to her. And he was loyal.”
“You can be sure of that? Without question?”
“I made all of his arrangements, all professional and personal appointments.”
“Couldn’t he have made some of his own, on the side?”
“It’s insulting.” Chris’s voice rang out. “The man is dead, and you’re sitting there accusing him of being a liar and a cheat.”
“I’m not accusing him of anything,” Eve corrected calmly. “I’m asking. It’s my responsibility to ask, Chris. And to get him whatever justice I can.”
“I don’t like how you go about it.” He turned away again. “J. C. was a good man, an honest man. I knew him, his habits, his moods. He wouldn’t have entered into some illicit affair, and certainly couldn’t have done so without my knowledge.”
“Okay, so tell me about Lisbeth Cooke. What would she have to gain by killing him?”
“I don’t know. He treated her like a princess, gave her everything she could possibly want. She killed the golden goose.”
“The what?”
“Like in the story.” He nearly smiled now. “The goose that laid the golden eggs. He was happy to give her whatever she wanted, and more. Now he’s dead. No more golden eggs.”
Unless, Eve thought as she left the office, she’d wanted all the eggs at one time.
She knew as she already consulted the animated map in the lobby that B. Donald Branson’s office was at the opposite end of this level from his brother’s. Hoping to find him in, she headed down. Many of the stations were unmanned, most of the glass doors locked with the offices behind them dark and empty.
The building itself seemed to be grieving.
At regular intervals, holograph screens were set up to show off Branson Tools and Toys’ new or favored products. She stopped at one, watching with equal parts amusement and dismay as a uniformed beat cop action-droid returned a lost child to his tearfully grateful mother.
The cop faced the screen, its face sober and trustworthy, his uniform as severely pressed as Peabody’s. “It’s our job to serve and protect.”
Then the image pulled back, spun slowly to give the viewer a three-sixty view of the product and accessories while the computer’s voice stated product and pricing details. A street thief action-droid with airskates was offered as a companion piece.
Shaking her head, Eve turned away. She wondered if the company produced LC droid figures, or illegals dealers. Maybe a couple of psychopaths just to keep the game interesting. Then, of course, you’d need victim-droids.
Jesus.
The clear glass doors opened as Eve approached. A pale and weary-eyed woman manned a sleek U-shaped console and fielded calls on a privacy headset.
“Thank you very much. Your call is being recorded and your condolences will be passed on to the family. Mr. Branson’s memorial service is scheduled for tomorrow, at two o’clock at Quiet Passages, Central Park South. Yes, it’s a great shock. A great loss. Thank you for calling.”
She swiveled the mouthpiece aside and offered Eve a sober smile. “I’m sorry, Mr. Branson isn’t available. These offices will be closed until Tuesday of next week.”
Eve took out her badge. “I’m primary on his brother’s homicide. Is he in?”
“Oh, Lieutenant.” The woman touched her fingers briefly to her eyes, then rose. “One moment, please.”
She slipped gracefully from behind the console, then after a quick knock on a tall white door, disappeared inside. Eve heard the soft beep of incoming calls from the multiline ’link, then the door opened again.
“Please come in, Lieutenant. Mr. Branson will see you. Is there anything I can get you?”
“No, I’m fine.”
She entered the office. The first thing she noticed was that it was dramatically opposed to J. C.’s. This was cool colors, sleek lines, rich sophistication. No silly animal chairs or grinning droid dolls. Here the muted grays and blues were designed to soothe. And the wide surface of the desk, uncluttered with gadgets, clear for business.
B. Donald Branson stood behind that desk. He didn’t have the bulk of his brother but was slim in a sleekly tailored suit. His hair was a dull gold, slicked back from a high forehead. Eyebrows, thick and peaked, were shades darker over tired eyes of pale green.
“Lieutenant Dallas, it’s kind of you to come in person.” His voice was as quiet and soothing as the room. “I meant to contact you, to thank you for your kindness when you called last night to inform me of my brother’s death.”
“I’m sorry to intrude at this time, Mr. Branson.”
“No, please. Sit down. We’re all trying to deal with it.”
“I gather your brother was well liked.”
“Loved,” he corrected as they took their seats. “It was impossible not to love J. C. That’s why it’s so hard to imagine him gone, and in this way. Lisbeth, she was like part of the family. My God.” He looked away for a moment, trying to compose himself.
“I’m sorry,” he managed. “What can I do for you?”
“Mr. Branson, let me get this over with as quickly as I can. Ms. Cooke claims she discovered your brother was involved with another woman.”
“What? That’s absurd.” Branson dismissed the idea with one angry wave of his hand. “J. C. was devoted to Lisbeth. He never looked at another woman.”
“If that’s true, why would she have killed him? Did they quarrel often, violently?”
“J.C. couldn’t maintain an argument for five minutes,” Branson said wearily. “It just wasn’t in him. He had no violence, and he certainly was no womanizer.”
“You don’t believe he could have been interested in someone else?”
“If he was—which is difficult to believe—he would have told Lisbeth. He would have been honest with her and dissolved their relationship before starting another. J. C. had almost childishly honest standards.”
“If I accept that, then I’m looking for motive. You and your bother were copresidents. Who inherits his share?”
“I do.” He folded his hands on the desk. “Our grandfather founded this company. J. C. and I have been at the helm together over thirty years. In our business agreement it’s stipulated that the survivor or the survivor’s heirs inherit the partnership.”
“Could he have designated any portion of it to Lisbeth Cooke?”
“Not of the company, no. We have a contract.”
“Of his personal funds and holdings, then.”
“Certainly, he’d be free to designate any or all of his personal estate to whomever he pleased.”
“Would we be talking substantial?”
“Yes, I believe we would say substantial.” Then he shook his head. “You think she killed him for money? I can’t believe that. He was always very generous with her, and Lisbeth is—was—a well-paid member of this company. Money shouldn’t have been an issue.”
“It’s an angle,” was all Eve said. “I’d like the name of his lawyer, and I’d appreciate it if you’d clear it so I can have the terms of the will.”
“Yes, of course.” He tapped a finger on the top of his desk and the center drawer slid open. “I have one of Suzanna’s business cards right here. I’ll contact her right away,” he added, rising as Eve did to hand her the card. “Tell her to give you whatever information you need.”
“I appreciate your cooperation.”
Eve checked her wrist unit as she left. She could probably hook up with the lawyer by midafternoon, she decided. And since she had some time, why not juggle in a trip to Fixer’s shop?
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