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Ordinary riches can be stolen from a man. Real riches cannot. In the treasury-house of your soul, there are infinitely precious things, that may not be taken from you.

—Oscar Wilde

Love is not a product of reasonings and statistics. It just comes—none knows whence—and cannot explain itself.

—Mark Twain




Chapter One

As she stood in skinny-heeled shoes instead of boots, a gown instead of trousers, Eve Dallas thought whoever invented the gala should be brutally murdered.

Maybe they had been, and their body fed to wild dogs.

Since that would’ve happened decades, maybe centuries before this September night in 2061, she considered the case closed.

Regardless, the strange institution of the gala remained a part of society’s fabric. At least it did if you happened to be a murder cop married to a billionaire.

The Marriage Rules demanded it.

The whole deal supported Sarah’s Song, a worthy charity, a national network for victims of domestic abuse founded around the turn of the century. While she couldn’t argue with the cause, she wondered why people needed to wear fancy clothes in a big, fancy ballroom, stand or sit around making small talk, spend buckets on drinks and dinner instead of staying home, comfortably, and sending those buckets.

But that was just her, obviously, because people packed the big-ass ballroom and the big-ass space outside of it where various bars served various drinks.

In the rosy light and flower-drenched air of the ballroom, hardly anyone sat at the swankily decorated tables yet. She’d learned the gala had a specific order to things.

You had your arrival time, where you had to walk a kind of media gauntlet while society-type reporters took photos or videos so they could tell people who didn’t rate an invite what you were wearing.

Then it was for-God’s-sake-get-me-a-drink time, where you hit one of the various bars.

Fortunately, she’d crossed both those off the list.

Now it was mill-around time, where you stood in those skinny heels and talked to people you didn’t actually know, and likely wouldn’t have any further business with unless they ended up in the morgue.

After mill-around time came sit-around time, while servers served some sort of salad, and people went up onstage to thank everybody, to make their speeches.

Blah blah blah.

Then a meal, but you had to keep talking around the table, or to people who decided to come by and talk while you were trying to eat the fancily plated whatever they served you.

She had no doubt the food and the service would be top-notch. After all, the ballroom and the whole damn hotel belonged to Roarke. Which probably meant the gala people hadn’t paid buckets for the space.

Once the servers whisked away those plates, brought out dessert, someone would make another speech—applause, applause.

Then the entertainment. Which, since Roarke had connections, would be Avenue A, with a guest appearance from Mavis.

Bright spot, she admitted, except she’d probably have to dance, and in these damn torture shoes. Dancing with Roarke, okay, fine, but dancing with whoever?

Marriage Rules, she reminded herself, and took another sip of very nice wine.

And even after all that, when it was finally socially acceptable to get the hell out, there was departure time, where you had to have yet more conversations before the mercifully short drive home.

Maybe the gala inventor should’ve been thrown to those wild dogs while still breathing.

Then Roarke, gorgeous in his tux, as comfortable in the formal wear as she imagined he’d once been in cat-burglar black, smiled at her.

“It’s only a few hours,” he murmured with the Irish flowing through it like harp song over green, mist-soaked hills. “And for a cause that matters, in so many ways, to both of us.”

“You say that, but you’re not standing on stilts.”

“Fashion’s a killer even you can’t toss in a cage, Lieutenant. You’re stunning.” He took her free hand, kissed her fingers while those impossibly blue eyes looked into hers.

“All right now, time to share this beautiful woman.”

Eve recognized the man who approached and the woman at his side as the heads of Sarah’s Song. She knew the story—he’d been eight when his widowed mother had remarried. The abuse began shortly after the I-do’s. Eventually, she’d taken her little boy and run, but not far enough or fast enough.

Now, some sixty years later, the boy who—on his mother’s orders—had run for help that had come too late, held out a hand to Roarke.

“It’s lovely to see you both. Eve, Martin and Sylvia Ellison, the brains, brawn, and heart behind Sarah’s Song.”

Martin caught Eve’s hand in both of his. He had hair the color of old pewter that shot out in the same kind of electric shock bush sported by her former partner and current captain of EDD, Feeney. He had a ruddy, lived-in face and a toned-up, lightweight boxer’s build.

His deep, dark brown eyes smiled into hers as if she were the only person in the room. Inside a streaky silver-and-white goatee, his lips curved.

“It’s wonderful to meet you at last. Sylvia and I are big fans. That’s probably not the right word,” he said with a laugh she could only describe as jolly.

“Admirers of the work you do, and how well you do it.” Sylvia nudged at Martin so she could shake Eve’s hand. “Fair warning, we’ll probably ask a thousand questions about that work before the night’s over.”

She smiled, a tall woman, thin as a whippet in a gown the color of her husband’s hair. She wore her own in a cap of black curls, and had eyes of molten green.

Martin winked. “We’ve used our status for the privilege of sharing your table. Lots of schmoozing to do, but we’ll enjoy sharing the meal with you, Roarke, Nadine Furst, your friends Louise and Charles, and, when they’re not performing, Jake and Mavis.”

“Not to mention Leonardo. That’s one of his designs, I’m sure, and just gorgeous.”

Eve glanced down at the gown. Roarke had called the deep purple bleeding and blending lighter and lighter as it rose up her body ombre. All she knew was it fit, had pockets—and a slash up one leg nearly to her damn waist.

“Ah—”

Roarke laid a hand on Eve’s shoulder, bare but for the skinny strap that went back to the deep purple. “Leonardo’s not only a good friend and Mavis’s husband, but he understands just what the lieutenant needs in wardrobe.”

“It has pockets.”

Sylvia just beamed. “Shouldn’t everything?”

“We won’t keep you now,” Martin said. “We want you to know how much we appreciate all you do. Dochas . . .”

He trailed off as he mentioned the women’s shelter Roarke had built, and Eve saw clearly that some grieving lasts forever.

“It represents,” he continued, “what my grandmother hoped for when she founded Sarah’s Song. Not just safety, but hands outstretched to help, to renew, to rebuild. I hope you enjoy the evening.”

Eve gave a little sigh when they walked away. “They’re nice.”

“They’re exactly what they seem. Generous, intelligent, caring people. They’re also interesting. You won’t be bored. Let’s get you another glass of wine.”

Because she figured it made her a moving target, she went along. It didn’t stop people from waylaying them. She blamed it on Roarke. People recognized him. And if they didn’t, who wouldn’t be attracted to the tall and gorgeous? All that black silk hair, the wild blue eyes, the mouth sculpted by a particularly artistic angel?

She saw plenty giving him a second look, a third, murmuring behind their hands as they did.

When she said just that to him, he laughed.

“And no one notices the long, lanky woman with the cap of deer-hide hair, the eyes like aged whiskey that take in every detail she sees. The chin that looks like it could take a punch. And has,” he added, brushing a finger down its shallow dent.

“There’s a group of three women at your two o’clock. Every one of them’s mind-fucked you, a couple times each.”

“Ah, is that why I feel so used yet oddly unsatisfied?” Deliberately, he touched his lips to hers. “There, that’s better.”

She had to smile, especially since one of the three women heaved a sigh and laid a hand on her heart.

“Enough of the milling. It’s got to be sit-down time by now.”

“Then we’ll find our table and do just that.”

They not only found their table—after the gauntlet of stop, talk, go, stop, talk—but Nadine and Mavis were already seated there.

They huddled together, giggling over something. Or Mavis giggled. Nadine, Eve considered, had more of a snicker.

They couldn’t have looked more different, less like two women who would be not only friends, but great, good friends.

Mavis Freestone, former grifter, current rock star, mother of one with another on the way, had her hair in a spilling fountain of twisty curls tinted electric blue. A tiny woman, at least from Eve’s stance of five-ten (without the stilts), she wore glittery, gleaming gold that hugged her impressive baby mountain like loving arms.

Eve figured she could’ve put her fist through the hoops dangling from her ears.

Beside her, Nadine Furst, ace on-camera reporter, bestselling crime writer, Oscar winner, and cohab of Avenue A’s front man, wore a gown of smoky red. A sophisticated hue in a sophisticated cut that left one well-toned shoulder bare. She’d rolled her streaky blond hair into some sort of twist. A couple of jeweled pins sparkled in it.

Mavis spotted them first. Her face, already glowing, lit like the sun. “You’re here! No dead bodies!”

“Night’s young,” Eve said, and put a hand on Mavis’s shoulder before her oldest friend tried to haul her baby mountain out of the chair.

Roarke bent down to kiss her cheek, then Nadine’s. “Breathtaking, both of you. How fortunate am I to share a table with three stunning women? Ah, and here’s yet another,” he added when Louise and Charles approached the table.

Dr. Dimatto did stun, Eve supposed, in a pale lavender gown that looked delicate enough air might tear it. And somehow added the faintest lavender tint to her gray eyes. Beside her, tall and lean, Charles Monroe looked as if he’d been born in a tux.

The doctor who’d turned her wealthy upbringing on its ear by opening and running a free clinic, and the former licensed companion, now sex therapist, made a solid couple, a solid marriage.

So hug time postponed sit-down time.

“Get a load of us,” Mavis said with another giggle. “We’re all mag to the ex. You ever figure it, Dallas, you and me, duded to the mega max and doing the totally uptown gala thing?”

“No.”

“And she’d still rather be chasing a psycho down a dark alley.”

Eve looked at Nadine, and thought it was good to have friends who knew you.

“Yes.”

“Ah, let it chill, Dallas. Lap up the moment. This is my last gig before Number Two makes an entrance.”

“I don’t have to ask how you’re feeling,” Louise said as she took her seat. “I can see it. Not much longer now.”

“How do you perform carting all that around?”

Mavis’s eyes twinkled at Eve. “Wait and see. The guys’ll be here soon. Leonardo just stepped out to tag August, make sure everything’s aces at home with Bella. He’s spending the night because it’ll be a long one.”

Since she’d run August, the nanny, former military, solid, Eve didn’t worry there. Plus, Peabody and McNab shared the big, rambling, sort of fascinating house.

“Jake’s with us,” Nadine said. “They’ve spread the band around the tables before they take the stage.”

Leonardo swept in wearing what Eve imagined he considered a tux with a long, billowing coat that reminded her of dusters in old Western vids. His hair didn’t fountain like Mavis’s, but it did spill in curls around his wide, copper-hued face.

He shook Roarke’s hand, bent to kiss Eve, then repeated with Charles and Louise.

“And how is the beautiful Bella?” Charles asked.

“Perfect. Just perfect. They’re having a dance party. August said Bella claimed since Mama and Daddy went to a party, she should have one, too. So Peabody and McNab came over and they’re having a dance party before bedtime.”

“You’ve made a happy home.”

Leonardo beamed at Charles as his big hand covered Mavis’s.

People began to take their seats at their tables when Jake came in from a door to the left of the stage. Then several of them jumped up again. So Eve watched as he did the walk, stop, talk, and in his case, pose for a selfie or sign the evening’s program.

A good guy, she thought. He handled it all smooth as silk, patient and easy, but still making progress. Rather than a tux, he wore rock star black—jeans, shirt, leather jacket, and boots that suited his tall, lean frame.

No colorful streaks in the black mane tonight, she noted.

When he finally got to the table, Nadine poured him a glass of wine. “You earned it.”

“Did. Hey, everybody.” He grinned at Eve. “Hardly ever see you without the badge and weapon.”

She tapped the evening bag—the one just big enough to hold her essentials. “You’re still not.”

“Oh. Okay then. Feel safer already.”

They served the salad; they started the speeches. The first, fresh and pretty, the second, mercifully short and heartfelt enough she noted several people dabbing at their eyes.

As the main course came out, Mavis sighed. “Gotta waddle.”

Eve gave her a blank look. “What?”

“Ladies’ room.”

As Leonardo helped her out of the chair, Nadine rose. Louise rose. Eve started to cut into what looked like some sort of actual beef. And Nadine tapped her shoulder.

“What? Really?”

“You’re security. Bring your weapon bag.”

“Security, my ass.” But Eve grabbed her bag and rose. “You couldn’t have had to waddle during the speeches?”

“Number Two was sleeping, but now? Sometimes they sit on your bladder. Sometimes they dance on it.” Rolling her eyes, Mavis rubbed at the mound. “Someone else is having a dance party.”

Since Eve didn’t want that image stuck in her brain, she said nothing more. And didn’t have to pull her weapon on the trip to the restroom.

She didn’t mind the dinner portion, in fact enjoyed it. Maybe it wasn’t pizza and beer with friends, but it was still sharing a meal with friends. And the Ellisons had stories to tell or conversational gambits that pulled stories out of others.

“I read,” Sylvia began, “that you and Lieutenant Dallas met when she arrested you. That can’t be true.”

“Solid fact.” Mavis lifted her glass of sparkling water, toasted Eve before drinking. “I had an off day that turned out to be the best day because Dallas busted me.”

“What did you do?” Martin asked. “If you don’t mind telling us.”

“What’d I do, Dallas?”

“Fumbled a wallet lift. You got the wallet—some tourist—but you’d been trailing him, and I caught the lift.”

“Caught me, too. I was better at the grift than the lift. Short cons, I ruled short cons back in the ago.”

Then she put a hand over Martin’s. “The street was better to me, for me, than where I ran from. What you’re doing tonight? What you and Sylvia do, what Dallas and Roarke do? I’m all in. Anytime I can help.”

Martin brought her hand to his lips. “You’re a beautiful soul. It shines right out of you.” He gave her hand an extra squeeze before turning to Eve. “And do you often make lifelong friends with former grifters and thieves?”

“Mavis was the first.”

He laughed. “And the last as well?”

Eve thought of the man sitting beside her, so obviously amused. “Not exactly.”

As dessert came out, Jake turned Nadine’s face to his, kissed her. “Gotta rock.”

And rock they did.

After an enthusiastic introduction from Martin, Avenue A took the stage to the thunder of applause. And with the blast of the opening riff, people poured onto the dance floor. They shook it in their tuxes, designer gowns, sparkling jewels. Some—more than some, by Eve’s estimate—held up their ’links to capture the moment.

Halfway through the first set, Mavis wiggled. “Gotta waddle.”

“Again?”

“Not that way. Gotta waddle up there. Haul me up, moonpie.”

“Just how,” Eve murmured to Roarke, “is she going to do whatever she does up there when somebody has to haul her out of a chair?”

He just smiled. “Wait and see.”

She waited, and she saw.

The drums went to a pulsing beat, like a heart quickening. Jake held his hands over his head, clapped in a steady rhythm along with his other bandmates. And so, Eve noted, did people on the dance floor, at tables.

“How do we rock tonight?” he shouted.

And in call and response, the ballroom shouted back, “Loud!”

“How do we rock tonight?”

“Hard!”

“How do we rock tonight?”

“Wild!”

He did something on the guitar that sounded like a primal scream. Mavis, dancing onto the stage, managed to do the same with her voice.

The crowd roared.

As the music roared back, Mavis twirled around the bass player. The dozens of glittery strips that formed her skirt spun as she did.

Then she and Jake, eyes locked, moved together.

“Down went the sun, so the waiting’s done. You and me, baby, gonna have some fun. Rock me. Loud. Rock me. Hard. Rock me. Wild.”

Leonardo gripped Eve’s hand. She’d have sworn his irises went from round to heart shaped. “Isn’t she . . . Isn’t she . . .”

“Yeah. She’s all that.”

During the next song, Mavis hip-bumped the keyboardist aside, and took over herself.

“When did that happen?”

Leonardo grinned at Eve. “She’s been practicing.”

“She’s good.” Beside Eve, Charles let out a half laugh. “She’s really good.”

“The band’s been teaching her,” Nadine said. “They’re crazy about her. Well, who isn’t? Jake says she’s got a lot of untapped, and she’s thirsty. So he’s into helping her tap and drink it up.”

Eve turned to Roarke. “Did you know she could do that?”

“I didn’t, no.”

“She wanted to surprise you.” Leonardo just kept beaming. “She really hoped you wouldn’t have to work tonight so you’d be here, see her play in public for the first time.”

She did three numbers, the last in the set of her own composition. When the band took their break, Mavis came back to the table.

She sat with a Whew!, shook back her curly fountain.

“You astound me,” Roarke told her.

“Aw.” Then she looked at Eve.

“Wow.”

“Really?”

“Serious wow, and I don’t give up my serious wows lightly. You were great.”

“I love gigging with Avenue A now and then. They’re all just mag. Just mega mag.”

Leonardo urged a glass of water on her. “Hydrate, my moon and stars.”

“Yeah. Whew.”

“Did you know,” Eve wondered, “that Number Two sometimes moves one way when you move another?”

Now Mavis grinned. “Yeah. Number Two knows how to rock it. Loud, hard, and wild.”

“Duty calls.” Roarke took Eve’s hand.

“Did someone get dead?”

“No.” He shook his head at Mavis. “Part of the duty for me and mine tonight is socializing.”

“Right.” Marriage Rules, Eve reminded herself. “We’ll be back.”

“You gotta. The second set slays.”

She did her duty, shook hands, made the small talk—or listened to it, when she had a choice. She watched women, and more than a few men, look at Roarke as though they wanted to lap him up like ice cream.

The second set slayed. She had to spend some time on the dance floor—part of the duty. She didn’t mind that part when it was Roarke on a slow one.

“You’re enjoying yourself.”

“More than I figured, yeah.”

“It’s nice, darling Eve, to have an evening like this with you now and again.”

She looked at him as they swayed on the crowded dance floor, as Mavis’s bright voice blended with Avenue A’s on lyrics about forever love.

“But unlike me, unlike Mavis, you always imagined yourself here—in a place like this. Owning a place like this.”

“It helped me escape to believe it.” He touched his lips to hers. “I didn’t imagine you. That was beyond my ken. But here we are.”

“Here we are,” she repeated, and laid her head on his shoulder.

When the music stopped, and the ballroom thinned out to staff and a few stragglers, Mavis rubbed a hand on her belly.

“I’m not ready to call it. The bar’s open, right, Roarke?”

“It is, of course.”

“Are we up for it? I’m pulling the pregnant card. In a few weeks I won’t be up for sitting in a bar with friends after midnight. It’ll be rocking-chair time. It’s Friday night, and we’ve got an overnight babysitter.”

“Up for it, Lois?” Jake asked Nadine.

“Why not? It’s Friday night. We’re young, we’re beautiful.”

“Absolutely true.” Charles turned to Louise.

“Nobody says no to a pregnant woman.”

“Come on, Dallas,” Nadine urged. “If you can work half the night on a case, you can have a drink in a bar after a gala.”

“The first one’s my job,” Eve began. And Mavis gave her the puppy eyes and kept circling her hand over her belly.

Ten minutes later, it occurred to her here was something else she’d never imagined.

That she’d all but take over a fancy bar in a fancy hotel with a rock band, a pregnant rock star, a fashion designer, a reporter with an Oscar under her fancy belt, a doctor, a former LC, and an Irish gazillionaire who happened to be her husband.

Or that she’d have fun doing it.

Maybe it was the wine—damn good wine—or the bar snacks, the spicy little nuts, the fat olives, the crunchy something or other.

But no, she had to admit, it came down to the company.

Nadine shifted to her. “Jake and I got the full tour of the house.”

“It’s something.”

“It is. It’s so frigging happy. Not just the colors, the things, the style. It’s in the damn air. Peabody and McNab’s section, so different from Mavis and Leonardo’s, but the same vibe. Happy-as-shit vibe. That blown-glass chandelier Peabody’s mother made? Jesus! I want one for my own. Mavis says they’re coming to the housewarming. I’m going to try to talk her into making me something.”

Nadine reached for some crunchy stuff while Mavis had the band doubling over with laughter.

“Don’t call me crazy.”

“I don’t think I ever have. Called you a lot of other things.”

“True. Jake and I are looking to buy a vacation place. Together.”

“Okay.”

“It’s not crazy?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Where’s crazy?”

“Tropical, that’s what we want. Beaches, privacy. We’re going to talk to Roarke about where. Why not tap somebody who knows about all of it?”

“Okay.” So she turned to Roarke. “Best place for Nadine and Jake to buy a vacation home. Tropical, beaches, privacy.”

He leaned around Eve to speak to Nadine. “Investment property or a second home?”

“Second home.”

“Villa or condo?”

“Villa. We want a house. Ah, something big enough to have guests when we want. With a pool, beach access, close enough, but not too close to restaurants and shops, some nightlife. He’d need a music space, I’d need an office space. We’d want at least four bedrooms, maybe a guesthouse. It’s crazy.”

“Not at all. You might want to explore Saint Lucia or Turks and Caicos.”

“We’ve been looking at both of those. And Saint Bart’s. And, well, too many others. It gets overwhelming.”

“Why don’t I send you a list of what I think may suit you?”

“Really? I’d appreciate that so much. We’re both turning in circles about it. You found my condo, and it’s exactly right. Then when we did the tour of the new house, saw how right it is for all of them, I thought, well, maybe Roarke can find what’s right for us on this wild idea.”

“I’ll send a list, but you’ll be the judge of it.”

“Jake? I’m going to kiss Roarke.”

“Okay.”

Nadine nudged Eve back, leaned over, gave Roarke a smacking kiss.

Louise let out a peal of laughter and rubbed Mavis’s baby mountain. Charles signaled for another round.

And Eve’s communicator sounded.

“Uh-oh,” Nadine said.

Eve pulled it out of her purse. “Dallas.”

Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. See the officers at 1120 York Avenue. Possible homicide.

“Acknowledged. Contact Peabody, Detective Delia. I’m on my way. Dallas out.”

Conversation had stopped, and eyes had turned to her.

Mavis lifted her shoulders, gave Eve a sympathetic smile.

“Well, hey, at least they waited to kill somebody until after we got to party.”

“Yeah, some murderers are considerate that way. Gotta go.”

“Drinks on the house,” Roarke said as he rose. “Stay as long as you like.”

Nadine looked up from her ’link. “That’s the Barrister House. Owned until his death last winter by Henry J. Barrister, founder of Zip—global and off-planet shipping. Current residents his son, Nathan—current head of Zip—and his spouse, Aileen, two college-age daughters. Nathan has a sister, also in New York, divorced, no kids.”

“Only you, Lois,” Jake murmured.

“Good to know. Later. I would be dressed like this,” Eve muttered as they walked out.

“We can stop at home on the way.”

She wanted to, but . . . “Better to get there. Swing back after, change, get my ride if I have to go into Central. Except I’ll need a field kit.”

“In the car.”

She glanced up at him. “You’re always handy. Anyway, this is more my version of Friday night.”

“It is, but, Lieutenant, it’s now Saturday morning.”




Chapter Two

Because she’d spent a large part of the evening sipping from an apparently bottomless glass of wine, Eve popped a Sober-Up before she got in the car.

It wasn’t a long drive, and after one in the morning, a quick one. Still, Eve had time, since Nadine had given her the springboard, to do a quick run on the residents of Barrister House.

“Nathan Barrister, white male, fifty, looks clean from a quick pass. Married to Aileen Carville, mixed-race female, age fifty, for twenty-five years as of next month. Also looks clean. Daughter Chloe—age twenty-one—Harvard, business major. No bumps at this point. Daughter Anya, age nineteen—also Harvard, law student. Sister, Joy Barrister, age fifty-two, fifty-three in November—divorced, no offspring, resides Third Avenue. Also looks clean.

“He’s CEO of Zip Global—founded in 1995 by his now-deceased father—who was married, and divorced, four times.”

“An optimist then.”

“Ha! Both his offspring come from the third marriage to Tina Glenn Barrister Carlyle Nance. So optimistic enough there for three tries. The old man was worth about a hundred and twenty-five billion at TOD.”

She glanced over. “Doesn’t hold a candle to you. And what does that mean? Why hold a candle? Sure, if it’s dark and that’s all you’ve got, or okay, romantic ambience.”

“I’d say the Sober-Up hasn’t kicked in, but you’d ask that if you hadn’t had a drink for a week.”

“Anyway. They’ve probably got live-in staff, so whoever’s dead might be family, might be staff, might be somebody else altogether.”

“I suppose it’s wait and see again. But not for long.”

He turned toward a gate.

“Gated. Should’ve figured.”

“I know this place—the history, in any case.”

Eve leaned past him to hold up her badge to the security cam. “NYPSD. Lieutenant Dallas and expert consultant Roarke.”

She watched the red light scan her badge, then a human voice responded.

“Officer McNee, Lieutenant. Passing you through.”

And silent as the grave, the gates opened.

The three-story house of faded, rosy brick stood tall and square. A detached garage connected to the main house with a glass-enclosed breezeway. Shrubs and leafy trees scattered artistically over the manicured lawn.

“Big place,” Eve said, “but there’s that candle thing again.”

Roarke laughed.

“It was built during New York’s Gilded Age for what you’d call a tycoon. Unfortunately for him, his son, who inherited, lost the bulk of the wealth gambling. At the tables, on the horses, in the market. And so the house sold and was for a time a museum. It was ransacked and damaged during the Urban Wars, after which, it seems, Henry Barrister bought it for a song. Likely it cost him more to have it repaired, refurbished.”

“How do you know all this? You know the Barristers?”

“I don’t, no.” He shot her a glance. “I know all this because it’s my business to know, and in fact, when I’d made up my mind to base in New York, I looked at homes like this, buildings like this.”

“Then built yourself something completely different.”

“Built what suited me, and what I’d built in my head as a child. Again, I don’t know the Barristers personally. But I do know Zip as a solid, successful, well-run company.”

They got out of the car, and while Roarke went around to the trunk for a field kit, Eve approached the uniform standing in the wide, covered portico.

Both the double doors behind him had lion’s heads with rings clutched in their jaws. To her eye, they looked pissed off.

“Officer McNee.”

“Lieutenant.”

He stood as straight as a poker. Young and green, Eve thought, and his polished shoes, spotless uniform, and squared-on cap reminded her of her first look at the then–Officer Peabody.

“Give me the rundown.”

“Sir. My partner, Officer Lawrence, and I responded to the nine-one-one at one hundred hours, two minutes. We arrived on scene at one hundred hours, eight minutes, approximately two minutes after the arrival of the medical techs.”

When Roarke joined her, McNee stopped, swallowed.

“And?” Eve prompted.

“Sir. A woman identifying herself as Uma Acker, the housekeeper, gave us entry and took us back through to where the MTs attempted to treat the victim, a male the housekeeper identified as Nathan Barrister. They pronounced him as deceased at one hundred hours, nine minutes.”

“Were others on scene?”

“Sir, yes, sir. Two women. Aileen Carville, the victim’s spouse. The MTs administered a mild sedative, as she was very distressed. Um . . . Joy Barrister, the victim’s sister, who placed the nine-one-one. Two more individuals arrived from another section of the house and were held back by my partner and myself. Staff members, Lieutenant, who live on the premises.

“Sir, my partner, Officer Lawrence, has all the individuals in the kitchen area, and posted me here when you announced your arrival.”

“All right. Stand by, Officer. My partner should be on her way. Inform your partner I’m taking the body first. Where’s the body?”

“Sir, the victim was killed in an office area on the main level, two rooms back from the central stairs.”

“And you know he was killed there because you were there at that time?”

“I . . .”

“You know he was killed rather than suffered an accident of some nature, as you saw the killing?”

“I—No, sir, I . . .”

“Correct response? The DB is in an office area on the main level, two rooms back from the central stairs.”

“Yes, sir.”

“How long have you been in uniform, Officer?”

“It’s my third day, Lieutenant.”

“First DB?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You gave a decent report. You’ll need to do better. Next time, leave out the conclusions. Focus on facts known and any relevant observations.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

“Stand by,” she repeated, and went inside.

“He’s very young,” Roarke commented.

“And has a ways to go.”

She scanned the enormous entrance, the grand staircase with its carved newel posts in the shape of sitting lions.

They didn’t look real happy, either.

The marble floors, white as the Swiss Alps, looked just as cold to her.

The room to the right held an elaborate fireplace. Its face—white marble again—was framed by white pillars, topped by a thick, white mantel.

A glossy white grand piano dominated one corner. A couple of long, high-backed couches in gold, a few chairs in white-and-gold stripes, tables—white or gold—sat in an arranged formality that made her back itch.

The smaller room to the left sent out the same stiff and formal vibe with its white sofa, little slant-top desk in gold.

“Nobody lives in either of these rooms,” she decided, and walked on.

She found the office, and the victim.

And knew immediately the MTs had compromised the scene. Though it irritated, she had to assume they’d felt they had no choice.

The victim lay on his back, his head and hair drenched in blood that had yet to congeal. His eyes had begun to film, so the blue had a dull and glassy stare. He wore what had been a gray, long-sleeved tee—soaked red at the shoulders—and a pair of gray sleep or lounge pants. One gray house skid lay beside his right foot, the other near the big desk of glossy black.

He wore a gold wedding ring and some sort of medallion on a gold chain.

As she sealed up, took her recorder out of her purse, and clipped it on, Eve glanced around the office. A few paintings that were likely good ones hung on muted gray walls. A chair rail in deeper gray ran about three feet up the walls. A couple of black leather chairs, a gel sofa in a quiet blue gave the room some style.

The desk held a large comp monitor, a data and communication unit, framed photos that faced whoever sat at the desk. To the right, a door that would have blended into the wall if it were closed stood a few inches open.

Though she’d check it, she considered it a storage area, as to the left the door to a half bath stood open.

For now, she focused on the body.

“Record on. Victim is a Caucasian male, pronounced dead by medical techs at one hundred hours, nine minutes. The scene has been compromised by same. Though the victim is now on his back, the blood pattern on the floor indicates he was turned. Visible evidence of a head wound, probable weapon a large rock—looks like a decorative piece, about eighteen inches long, ah . . . eight inches wide at one end, descending down to about three at the tip.”

“I believe that’s a piece of amethyst, Lieutenant.”

“Yeah?” She glanced up at Roarke. “Expert consultant IDs said rock as amethyst, lab to confirm. Said piece, situated on the floor by the right side of the desk, has blood and gray matter on the head.”

She took out her Identi-pad, pressed the victim’s finger to it. “Victim is identified as Nathan Barrister, age fifty, of this address. No visible defensive wounds. Victim wears a gold ring on the third finger of his left hand and a gold chain with . . .” She tipped the medallion up with a sealed finger. “Yeah, a Saint Christopher medal.”

She turned the head, huffed out a breath at the severity of the wound on the back of the victim’s head. “No wonder they pronounced so quickly. With this? If he wasn’t dead when they got here, he sure as hell was by the time they tried working on him.”

She sat back on her heels. “Close to one in the morning. He’s dressed for bed or lounging around. Maybe he’s working late, or came down to work.

“The way this looks? He’s bashed from behind as he’s walking back from that door over there. Check that out, will you? Probably office storage. You sealed?”

“I am, yes.”

As she continued her examination, Roarke, avoiding splatters and pools of blood, moved to the door.

“Not office storage, no, it’s not that.” He had to put his back into it to fully open the door. “It’s a vault.”

“A vault?” She looked up from her gauges that told her TOD was about ten, maybe eleven minutes before the MTs arrived.

“And it holds some very interesting treasures.”

She stood, walked over. It changed things, she thought. Changed everything.

She saw paintings that even her novice eye recognized as important. Jewelry sparkling behind individual glass displays. Sculptures, statues, what she assumed were artifacts, and more.

“What you have here, Lieutenant, is a small, exclusive, private, and ill-gotten collection.”

“I get the first three. How do you conclude the ill-gotten?”

“For one? That exquisite Renoir? Stolen from the Smithsonian about, oh, maybe twenty-five years ago. The ruby necklace there? Stolen again, from—if I recall correctly—a countess, from her manor house in . . . it might’ve been Sussex.”

He caught the look she slanted him, shook his head.

“There’s an empty display there.”

“There is indeed. And also a tablet on the built-in desk. I’d wager you might find the inventory.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” She looked back at the victim. “He maybe hears something, comes down to check. Bam, bash. Killer grabs one thing? That’s a question. Maybe only has time for it. I’m going to want that tablet checked, but I need you to check the house security first. I’m going to tag the morgue, the sweepers, then start interviews.”

She turned back to the closet. “It doesn’t look like whatever was in that display would’ve been the handiest to grab if you were in a hurry. If somebody found the vic like this? Look at the timing. It had to be practically on top of TOD.

“Security,” she said again. “Security feed. Any sign of a break-in.”

“I know the drill well enough.”

“Peabody should be here soon. If she brings McNab along, put him to work.”

She made her way through the house, taking her time, as she wanted a sense of the whole. That sense turned a one-eighty when she saw the kitchen/lounge area.

She wouldn’t have called it casual, but the entire area read warm, welcoming, comfortable. Not stark white, no I’m-crazy-rich gold. Instead, the soft green walls—with an entire one taken down to what might’ve been the original brick—added a kind of calm.

In a nook with padded benches, a trio—two women, one man—sat with their faces shocked, their eyes damp.

A pot of what smelled like tea sat on the table along with cups and saucers. Wide windows let in the wash of security lights that shined over a garden area going into its fall fade.

The appliances gleamed, the acres of counters spread in slate gray while the cabinets, glass fronted and lit, had frames of dark forest green.

In the lounge area, two women sat, huddled together on a long, L-shaped couch in that same forest green. The wide entertainment screen showed a painting of a dreamy landscape in its off mode.

People lived in this room, Eve thought as the female officer got to her feet. Some lines fanned out over the light brown skin at her eyes. The eyes themselves were a deep brown and sharp.

“Officer Lawrence.”

“Yes, sir.” She head-gestured and walked Eve back a few feet. “Ms. Carville, the victim’s wife, found the body. The MTs gave her a light sedative, as she was hysterical. She states she came down looking for him, and found him. Ms. Barrister, the victim’s sister, heard her screaming, rushed downstairs. She made the nine-one-one. At the table there, we have Uma Acker, the housekeeper, live-in, who also heard the commotion, came out of her room in the staff quarters downstairs. She woke the butler, John Tyler, and he woke the cook, Divine Fortigue, also live-in staff.

“Ms. Carville compromised the scene, as she tried to lift the victim, had him cradled in her lap when the MTs arrived. My partner and I did what we could to preserve the scene when we arrived, and moved all residents into this area.”

She cleared her throat, glanced back toward the couch. “Carville has his blood all over her, Lieutenant. The sister has some, too.”

“Understood. I’ll take the wife first. My consultant is checking security. Did you notice a door on the left side of the crime scene?”

“Yes, sir. Slightly open. We didn’t touch it or go any farther into the room than necessary so as to not further compromise the scene.”

“Okay. I expect my partner shortly. Any assistance you can give to the consultant is appreciated.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

Eve walked over to the trio at the nook. “I’m Lieutenant Dallas with the NYPSD. Either I or my partner when she arrives will be with you shortly to take your statements. In the meantime, I’d like a chair so I can speak with Ms. Carville and Ms. Barrister.”

“Of course, Lieutenant.” John Tyler rose immediately. Average height, on the beefy side, he moved with as much dignity as possible in a navy robe over pale blue pajama bottoms. Eve pegged him as late forties with his low crown of salted black hair over a square, dark-complected face.

His eyes, darker still, showed signs of recent weeping.

He carried a ladder-back chair from the dining room, through the kitchen, and into the lounge.

“Ms. Carville.” He spoke quietly, gently. “Lieutenant Dallas is going to speak with you now. May I refresh your tea?”

“What? I don’t know.” She looked blankly from Tyler to Eve. “I don’t know what to do.”

He picked up the tea that had obviously gone cold, then lifted the second cup as well. “I’ll just bring you fresh. Lieutenant, may I offer you tea or coffee?”

“Coffee, thanks. Just black.”

Taking her seat, Eve faced Aileen Carville.

“Ms. Carville, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Nate” was all she said. She looked down at her hands, hands still smeared with blood, as were her arms. The cotton top and pants she wore were soaked with it.

“I know this is a difficult time.”

“Do you?” Joy Barrister snapped out the words as her eyes welled.

“Yes, ma’am, I do. We’re going to do everything possible to find out what happened and who’s responsible. Ms. Carville, I need to ask you some questions.”

“Can’t you see the state she’s in?”

“Ms. Barrister, I need to speak with Ms. Carville. I’ll also have questions for you. The sooner I begin, the sooner we’ll have some answers. Ms. Carville, can you tell me what happened?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” Tears slid out of liquid eyes the color of faded denim, down cheeks more gray than the dusted gold caramel in the ID photo Eve had studied.

“Mr. Barrister was downstairs,” Eve prompted. “Where were you?”

“You won’t treat Aileen like a suspect!” Joy Barrister gripped her sister-in-law’s hand. “You come in here, wearing an evening gown, for God’s sake, and interrogate her when someone’s just murdered her husband. My brother!”

“Ms. Barrister, I’m sure Ms. Carville would like your comfort at this time, but if you continue to interrupt, I’ll have you taken to another room.”

“Of all the—” Joy broke off when Eve shot her a single, hard warning look.

“I apologize for the dress.” Eve addressed it to Aileen. “I was at an event.”

“It’s a lovely dress. You look lovely.” Aileen glanced up as the cook, with a wavering smile and teary green eyes, brought the tea and coffee on a tray.

“Excuse me,” she said to Eve, and handed Eve her coffee. “Now, you drink some of this tea this time, missus. You, too, Ms. Barrister. Won’t you let me clean her up?” she asked Eve.

“No.” Aileen hugged herself. “No. It’s Nate’s. It’s Nate’s blood. I couldn’t stop the bleeding. I couldn’t wake him up.”

“Do you know why he was in his office?”

Aileen turned, finally focused on Eve. “Are you a policewoman?”

“I’m Lieutenant Dallas, yes. I’m in charge of finding out what happened to your husband.”

“He wasn’t feeling well. A headache, a little wheezy, a little cough. He had a fever, too. Just ninety-nine-point-one, but he didn’t feel well. He said he’d sleep in one of the guest rooms, go to bed early, but I said no, he should sleep in our room, in our bed. You always feel better in your own. I’d take a guest room.”

She rubbed bloody fingers on her temple. “We always go around like that when one of us isn’t feeling well.”

“Can you tell me what time he went to bed?”

“It was not long after eight. Divine made him chicken soup for dinner, and tea for bedtime. He took some cold medicine, and I told him if he wasn’t feeling better, I’d call our doctor tomorrow and cancel my trip.”

“Your trip?”

Once again, she looked around with eyes dazed and blank.

“Oh. I was going for the weekend with some friends to a spa resort in, ah.” She rubbed fingers on her temple again.

“Rhode Island,” Joy said, gently now.

“Yes, that’s right.” She smiled. “Nate said not to worry. Divine’s chicken soup would do the trick. I took the guest room. I had a new book, so I read awhile. There was a show I wanted to see, so I watched . . . I can’t remember.”

She put a hand to her brow, then brushed it through her hair. “Funny, I wanted to see it . . . I checked on Nate a couple of times. He sounded a little raspy, but he was sound asleep. Then . . . I’m not sure what time it was. I’d gone back to my book, but I couldn’t read any more. It was late, I think. Late. I got up to check on Nate one more time before I went to sleep, but he wasn’t in bed. The bathroom door was open, and he wasn’t in there.”

When she seemed to go blank again, Eve picked up the tea, handed it to her.

“Oh, thank you.”

“What did you do then?”

“Then? Oh, I thought he may have gone downstairs to the kitchen for more tea, or fresh water, or . . . something. I thought I heard something. Um, I thought I heard something as I came downstairs.”

“Something like?”

“Like something had fallen, and I thought, oh, for God’s sake, that’s Nate walking around in the dark when he’s not feeling well, bumping into things, knocking something over. I thought that, and I called out to him, but he didn’t answer me.”

She set the tea down, let out a long breath. “He didn’t answer when I called out to him. I went back to the kitchen, and turned on the lights, but he wasn’t there. I called out again, and walked to his office. It would be like him to wake up and think of work.

“I saw him. I saw him, and he was on the floor. Blood, and he was lying there, in the blood.”

She looked at her hands.

“I was screaming. I can hear myself screaming as I ran over to him. I tried to stop the bleeding, to wake him up, but I couldn’t stop screaming. And—and Joy came.”

“She had his head in her lap, if you want to know.” Joy swiped a tear off her cheek. “I could see—I called nine-one-one, for an ambulance, for the police. When Uma rushed in, I told her to let them in the gate, in the house. I couldn’t help Nate. I tried to pull Aileen away, but she wouldn’t—” Her voice cracked, and she pressed her lips together.

“Where were you, Ms. Barrister, before you entered the office?”

“In bed. Sleeping. It was around one in the morning, I think.”

“You’re living here?”

“No. I’m having some updating done on my condo. I’m staying here while that’s going on.” She lifted her fingers to her eyes, inhaled long and slow. “I apologize for being rude. This is . . . this doesn’t seem real.”

Eve saw Peabody coming. “No apology necessary. Excuse me one minute.”

“Max-ex dress,” Peabody said, and spoke again quickly to avoid the snarl. “Roarke filled us in. McNab’s with me, and now with Roarke. I can tell you right off, the security jammed from zero hours, seventeen, blipped for a few seconds at zero hours, forty-two, then fully off again until zero hours, fifty-nine.”

Eve’s brows drew together at the timeline. “Okay, that’s tight. I’ve got TOD at zero hundred, fifty-five hours, nine-one-one logged at zero-one-oh-two hundred. That’s damn tight. Nook there. Butler, housekeeper, cook. All live-in. Start with them while I finish with the wife and the sister. Get us as accurate a timeline as possible.”

Peabody, her red-streaked black hair in a high, bouncy tail, and wearing what looked like comfortable and professional brown trousers and a navy jacket Eve currently envied, walked to the nook and introduced herself.

Eve went back to the lounge. “I’m sorry. I needed to update my partner. Ms. Carville, are you aware there’s a vault in your husband’s office?”

“Henry’s vault? Nate’s father. Yes. We—Nate—the painters—stumbled over it during some remodeling.”

“Stumbled over it?”

Aileen looked helplessly at her sister-in-law.

“Nate had the office painted,” Joy said. “During the process, as Nate told me, the painters tripped a mechanism, and the panel over the vault slid open.”

“You were unaware it existed?”

“Henry never told us.” Aileen spoke again. “I don’t know if we’d have ever found it ourselves. When we decided, after Nate inherited the house, to live here . . . We considered selling at first. It’s such a big house, and our girls are already in college, but it’s where Nate and Joy grew up, and such an historic building.

“Once we decided to stay, we wanted to make it more ours. It’s a big job. We started back here, where we all spend so much time. The kitchen, lounge, dining room, the powder room. The staff wing needed some updating, too. Then we did our suite, and a couple of guest rooms. Nate wanted to make the office more his. He works very hard. We had my office done at the same time.”

“So you found the vault when?”

“Last month. No, no, I’m sorry. It was in July. The girls were back for the summer.”

“And you opened the vault.”

“Not right away—we didn’t know how. We thought we’d have to hire someone to open it, but Nate finally found the combination in his father’s files.”

“I don’t know why you’re wasting time over something like this when my brother’s been murdered in his own home. Anyone with eyes could see he didn’t suffer that terrible injury from a stumble or fall, so . . .”

Joy trailed off. Her mouth opened slowly; her eyes, a deep blue, widened. She set down the teacup she’d lifted with a rattle.

“The vault,” she murmured. “Oh my God.”
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