

[image: ]



CONTENTS

Title Page

About the Author

Also by Nora Roberts

Copyright

Quotation

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Epilogue


About the Author



Nora Roberts is the New York Times bestselling author of more than one hundred and fifty novels, and there are more than 300 million copies of her books in print. Under the pen name J.D. Robb, she is author of the New York Times bestselling futuristic suspense series, which features Lieutenant Eve Dallas and Roarke.



Visit her website at www.noraroberts.com


Also by Nora Roberts



Homeport

The Reef

River’s End

Carolina Moon

The Villa

Midnight Bayou

Three Fates

Birthright

Northern Lights

Blue Smoke

Montana Sky

Angels Fall

High Noon

Divine Evil



Three Sisters Island Trilogy:

Dance Upon the Air

Heaven and Earth

Face the Fire



Chesapeake Bay Quartet:

Sea Swept

Rising Tides

Inner Harbour

Chesapeake Blue



The Key Trilogy:

Key of Light

Key of Knowledge

Key of Valour



In the Garden Trilogy:

Blue Dahlia

Black Rose

Red Lily



The Irish Trilogy:

Jewels of the Sun

Tears of the Moon

Heart of the Sea



The Circle Trilogy

Morrigan's Cross

Dance of the Gods

Valley of Silence



As J.D. Robb

Naked in Death

Glory in Death

Immortal in Death

Rapture in Death

Ceremony in Death

Vengeance in Death

Holiday in Death

Conspiracy in Death

Loyalty in Death

Witness in Death

Judgement in Death

Betrayal in Death

Seduction in Death

Reunion in Death

Purity in Death

Portrait in Death

Imitation in Death

Divided in Death

Visions in Death

Survivor in Death

Origin in Death

Memory in Death

Born in Death

Innocent in Death

Creation in Death



By Nora Roberts and J.D. Robb

Remember When


SEDUCTION IN DEATH

J. D. Robb





Hachette Digital
www.littlebrown.co.uk


Published by Hachette Digital 2008

All the characters in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2001 by Nora Roberts
Material excerpted from Reunion in Death by Nora Roberts writing as J.D. Robb
copyright © 2002 by Nora Roberts

The moral right of the author has been asserted

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 0 7481 1097 1

This ebook produced by
Palimpsest Book Production Limited,
Grangemouth, Stirlingshire


Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY

An Hachette Livre UK Company


True, I talk of dreams,

Which are the children of an idle brain,

Begot of nothing but vain fantasy.



WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE



Yet each man kills the thing he love,

By each let this be heard,

Some do it with a bitter look,

Some with a flattering word.

The coward does it with a kiss,

The brave man with a sword!



OSCAR WILDE


Chapter 1

Death came in dreams. She was a child who was not a child, facing a ghost who, no matter how often his blood bathed her hands, would not die.

The room was cold as a grave, hazed by the red light that blinked, on and off, on and off, against the dirty window glass. The light spilled over the floor, over the blood, over his body. Over her as she huddled in the corner with the knife, covered with gore to the hilt, still in her hand.

Pain was everywhere, radiating through her in stupefying waves that had no beginning or end, but circled, endlessly circled, into every cell. The bone in her arm he’d snapped, the cheek where he’d backhanded her so carelessly. The center of her that had torn, again, during the rape.

She was smothered by the pain, coated with shock. And washed with his blood.

She was eight.

She could see her own breath as she panted. Little ghosts that told her she was alive. She could taste the blood inside her mouth, a bright and terrible flavor, and smell—just under the ripeness of fresh death—the stink of whiskey.

She was alive, and he was not. She was alive, and he was not. Again and again she chanted those words in her head, and her mind tried to make sense of them.

She was alive. He was not.

And his eyes, open and staring, fixed on her.

Smiled.

You can’t get rid of me so easy, little girl.

Her breath came faster, in hitching gasps that wanted to gather into a scream. That wanted to burst out of her throat. But all that came was a whimper.

Made a mess of things, haven’t you? Just can’t do what you’re told.

His voice was so pleasant, bright with that grinning humor she knew was the most dangerous of all. While he laughed, blood poured out of the holes she’d hacked into him.

What’s the matter, little girl? Cat got your tongue?

I’m alive and you’re not. I’m alive and you’re not.

Think so? He wiggled his fingers, a kind of teasing wave that made her moan in terror as wet red drops flicked from the tips.

I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. Don’t hurt me again. You hurt me. Why do you have to hurt me?

Because you’re stupid. Because you don’t listen! Because—and here’s the real secret—I can. I can do what I want with you and nobody gives a stinking rat’s ass. You’re nothing, you’re nobody, and don’t you forget it, you little bitch.

She began to cry now, thin cold tears that tracked through the mask of blood over her face. Go away. Just go away and leave me alone!

I’m not going to do that. I’m never going to do that.

To her horror, he pushed himself to his knees. Crouched there like some nightmarish toad, bloody and grinning. Watching her.

I got a lot invested in you. Time and money. Who puts a fucking roof over your head? Who puts food in your belly? Who takes you traveling all over this great country of ours? Most kids your age haven’t seen shit, but you have. But do you learn? No, you don’t. Do you pull your weight? No, you don’t. But you’re gonna. You remember what I told you? You’re gonna start earning your keep.

He got to his feet, a big man with his hands slowly balling into fists at his side.

But now, Daddy has to punish you. He took a shambling step toward her. You’ve been a bad girl. And another. A very bad girl.

Her own screams woke her.

She was drenched in sweat, shuddering with cold. She fought for breath, wildly struggled to tear away the ropes of sheets that had wrapped around her as she’d thrashed through the nightmare.

Sometimes he’d tied her up. Remembering that, she made small, animal sounds in her throat as she tore at the sheets.

Freed, she rolled off the bed, crouched beside it in the dark like a woman prepared to flee or fight.

“Lights! On full. God, oh God.”

They flashed on, chasing even a hint of shadow out of the huge, beautiful room. Still, she scanned it, every corner, looking for ghosts as the nasty edge of the dream jabbed through her gut.

She forced back the tears. They were useless, and they were weak. Just as it was useless, it was weak, to let herself be frightened by dreams. By ghosts.

But she continued to shake as she crawled up to sit on the edge of the big bed.

An empty bed because Roarke was in Ireland and her experiment of trying to sleep in it without him, without dreams, had been a crashing failure.

Did that make her pitiful? she wondered. Stupid? Or just married?

When the fat cat, Galahad, bumped his big head against her arm, she gathered him up. She sat, Lieutenant Eve Dallas, eleven years a cop, and comforted herself with the cat as a child might a teddy bear.

Nausea coated her stomach, and she continued to rock, to pray she wouldn’t be sick and add one more misery to the night.

“Time display,” she ordered, and the dial of the bedside clock blinked on. One-fifteen, she noted. Perfect. She’d barely made it an hour before she’d screamed herself awake.

She set the cat aside, got to her feet. As carefully as an old woman she stepped down from the platform, crossed the room, and walked into the bathroom.

She ran the water cold, as cold as she could stand, then sluiced it onto her face while Galahad wound himself like a plump ribbon between her legs.

While he purred into the silence, she lifted her head, examined her face in the mirror. It was nearly as colorless as the water that dripped from it. Her eyes were dark, looked bruised, looked exhausted. Her hair was a matted brown cap, and her facial bones seemed too sharp, too close to the surface. Her mouth was too big, her nose ordinary.

What the hell did Roarke see when he looked at her? she wondered.

She could call him now. It was after six in the morning in Ireland, and he was an early riser. Even if he were still asleep, it wouldn’t matter. She could pick up the ’link and call, and his face would slide on-screen.

And he’d see the nightmare in her eyes. What good would that do either of them?

When a man owned the majority of the known universe, he had to be able to travel on business without being hounded by his wife. In this case, it was more than business that kept him away. He was attending a memorial to a dead friend, and didn’t need more stress and worry heaped on him from her end.

She knew, though they’d never really discussed it, that he’d cut his overnight trips down to the bone. The nightmares rarely came so violently when he was in bed beside her.

She’d never had one like this, one where her father had spoken to her after she’d killed him. Said things to her she thought—was nearly sure—he’d said to her when he’d been alive.

Eve imagined Dr. Mira, NYPSD’s star psychologist and profiler, would have a field day with the meanings and symbolism and Christ-all.

That wouldn’t do any good either, she decided. So she’d just keep this little gem to herself. She’d take a shower, grab the cat, and go upstairs to her office. She and Galahad would stretch out in her sleep chair and conk out for the rest of the night.

The dream would have faded away by morning.

You remember what I told you.

She couldn’t, Eve thought as she stepped into the shower and ordered all jets on full at a hundred and one degrees. She couldn’t remember.

And she didn’t want to.

She was steadier when she stepped out of the shower, and however pathetic it was, dragged on one of Roarke’s shirts for comfort. She’d just scooped up the cat when the bedside ’link beeped.

Roarke, she thought and her spirits lifted considerably.

She rubbed her cheek against Galahad’s head as she answered. “Dallas.”

Dispatch. Dallas, Lieutenant Eve  . . .



Death didn’t only come in dreams.

Eve stood over it now, in the balmy early morning air of a Tuesday in June. The New York City sidewalk was cordoned off, the sensors and blocks squaring around the pavement and the cheerful tubs of petunias used to spruce up the building’s entrance.

She had a particular fondness for petunias, but she didn’t think they were going to do the job this time. And not for some time to come.

The woman was facedown on the sidewalk. From the angle of the body, the splatter and pools of blood, there wasn’t going to be a lot of that face left. Eve looked up at the dignified gray tower with its semicircle balconies, its silver ribbon of people glides. Until they identified the body, they’d have a hard time pinning down the area from which she’d fallen. Or jumped. Or been pushed.

The one thing Eve was sure of: It had been a very long drop.

“Get her prints and run them,” she ordered.

She glanced down at her aide as Peabody squatted, opened a field kit. Peabody’s uniform cap sat squarely on her ruler-straight dark hair. She had steady hands, Eve thought, and a good eye. “Why don’t you do time of death.”

“Me?” Peabody asked in surprise.

“Get me an ID, establish time of death. Log in description of scene and body.”

Now, despite the grisly circumstance, it was excitement that moved over Peabody’s face. “Yes, sir. Sir, first officer on-scene has a potential witness.”

“A witness from up there, or down here?”

“Down here.”

“I’ll take it.” But Eve stayed where she was a moment longer, watching Peabody scan the dead woman’s fingerprints. Though Peabody’s hands and feet were sealed, she made no contact with the body and did the scan quickly, delicately.

After one nod of approval, Eve strode away to question the uniforms flanking the perimeter.

It might have been nearly three in the morning, but there were bystanders, gapers, and they had to be encouraged along, blocked out. News hawks were already in evidence, calling out questions, trying to snag a few minutes of recording to pump into the airwaves before the first morning commute.

An ambitious glide-cart operator had jumped on the opportunity and was putting in some overtime selling to the crowd. His grill pumped out smoke that spewed the scents of soy dogs and rehydrated onions into the air.

He appeared to be doing brisk business.

In the gorgeous spring of 2059, death continued to draw an audience from the living, and those who knew how to make a quick buck out of the deal.

A cab winged by, didn’t bother to so much as tap the brakes. From somewhere farther downtown, a siren screamed.

Eve blocked it out, turned to the uniform. “Rumor is we’ve got eyes.”

“Yes, sir. Officer Young’s got her in the squad car keeping her away from the ghouls.”

“Good.” Eve scanned the faces behind the barrier. In them she saw horror, excitement, curiosity, and a kind of relief.

I’m alive, and you’re not.

Shaking it off, she hunted down Young and the witness.

Given the neighborhood—for in spite of the dignity and the petunias, the apartment building was right on the border of midtown bustle and downtown sleaze—Eve was expecting a licensed companion, maybe a jonesing chemi-head or a dealer on the way to a mark.

She certainly hadn’t expected the tiny, snappily dressed blonde with the pretty and familiar face.

“Dr. Dimatto.”

“Lieutenant Dallas?” Louise Dimatto angled her head, and the ruby clusters at her ears gleamed like glassy blood. “Do you come in, or do I come out?”

Eve jerked a thumb, held the car door wider. “Come on out.”

They’d met the previous winter, at the Canal Street Clinic where Louise fought against the tide to heal the homeless and the hopeless. She came from money, and her bloodline was blue, but Eve had good reason to know Louise didn’t quibble about getting her hands dirty.

She’d nearly died helping Eve fight an ugly war during that bitter winter.

Eve skimmed a look over Louise’s stoplight-red dress. “Making house calls?”

“A date. Some of us try to maintain a healthy social life.”

“How’d it go?”

“I took a cab home, so you be the judge.” She skimmed back her short, honeycomb hair with her fingers. “Why are so many men so boring?”

“You know, that’s a question that haunts me day and night.” When Louise laughed, Eve smiled in response. “It’s good to see you, all things considered.”

“I thought you might drop by the clinic, come see the improvements your donation helped implement.”

“I think it’s called blackmail in most circles.”

“Donation, blackmail. Let’s not split hairs. You’ve helped save a few lives, Dallas. That’s got to be nearly as satisfying to you as catching those who take them.”

“Lost one tonight.” She turned, looked back toward the body. “What do you know about her?”

“Nothing, really. I think she lives in the building, but she’s not looking her best at the moment, so I can’t be sure.” After a long breath, Louise rubbed the back of her neck. “Sorry, this is more in your line than mine. It’s my first experience nearly having a body fall in my arms. I’ve seen people die, and it’s not always gentle. But this was . . .”

“Okay. You want to sit back down? Want some coffee?”

“No. No. Let me just tell it.” She steadied herself, a subtle squaring of the shoulders, stiffening of the spine. “I ditched the date from tedium, grabbed a cab. We’d gone to dinner and a club uptown. I got here about one-thirty, I suppose.”

“You live in this building?”

“That’s right. Tenth floor. Apartment 1005. I paid the cab, got out on the curb. It’s a pretty night. I was thinking, It’s a beautiful night, and I just wasted it on that jerkoff. So I stood there for a couple minutes, on the sidewalk, wondering if I should go in and call it a night, or take a walk. I decided I’d go up, fix a nightcap, and sit out on my balcony. I turned, took another step toward the doors. I don’t know why I looked up—I didn’t hear anything. But I just looked up, and she was falling, with her hair spread out like wings. It couldn’t have been more than two or three seconds, I’d barely had time to register what I was seeing, and she hit.”

“You didn’t see where she fell from?”

“No. She was coming down, and fast. Jesus, Dallas.” Louise had to pause a moment, rub the image from her eyes. “She hit so hard, and with a really nasty sound I’m going to be hearing in my sleep for a long time. It couldn’t have been more than five or six feet from where I was standing.”

She drew another breath, made herself look over at the body. Now there was pity over the horror. “People think they’ve reached the end of their ropes. That there’s nothing left for them. But they’re wrong. There’s always more rope. There’s always something left.”

“You think she jumped?”

Louise looked back at Eve. “Yes, I assumed . . . I said I didn’t hear anything. She didn’t make a sound. No scream, no cry. Nothing but the flutter of her hair in the wind. I guess that’s why I looked up.” She thought now. “I did hear something after all. That flutter, like wings.”

“What did you do after she hit?”

“I checked her pulse. Knee-jerk,” Louise said with a shrug. “I knew she was dead, but I checked anyway. Then I took out my pocket-link and called nine-one-one. You think she was pushed? That’s why you’re here.”

“I don’t think anything yet.” Eve turned back toward the building. Some lights had been on when she’d arrived, and there were more now so that it looked like a vertical chessboard in silver and black. “Homicide gets tagged on leapers like this. It’s standard. Do yourself a favor. Go in, take a pill, zone out. Don’t talk to the press if they wheedle your name.”

“Good advice. Will you let me know when . . .  when you know what happened to her?”

“Yeah, I can do that. Want a uniform to take you up?”

“No, thanks.” She took one last look at the body. “As bad as my night was, it was better than some.”

“I hear you.”

“Best to Roarke,” Louise added, then walked toward the doors.

Peabody was already standing, her palm-link in hand. “Got an ID, Dallas. Bryna Bankhead, age twenty-three, mixed race. Single. Residence apartment 1207 in the building behind us. She worked at Saks Fifth Avenue. Lingerie. I established time of death at oh-one-fifteen.”

“One-fifteen?” Eve repeated, and thought of the readout on her bedside clock.

“Yes, sir. I ran the measurements twice.”

Eve frowned down at the gauges, the field kit, the bloody pool under the body. “Witness said she fell about one-thirty. When was the nine-eleven logged?”

Uneasy now, Peabody checked her ’link for the record. “Call came in at oh-one-thirty-six.” She heaved out a breath that fluttered her thick, straight bangs. “I must’ve screwed up the measurements,” she began. “I’m sorry—”

“Don’t apologize until I tell you you’ve screwed up.” Eve crouched, opened her own field kit, took out her own gauges. And ran the test a third time, personally.

“You established time of death accurately. For the record,” she continued. “Victim, identified as Bankhead, Bryna, cause of death undetermined. Time of death oh-one-fifteen. TOD verified by Peabody, Officer Delia, and primary investigator Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. Let’s roll her, Peabody.”

Peabody swallowed the questions on her tongue, and the quick rise of her own gorge. For the moment she blanked her mind, but later she would think it had been like rolling over a sack full of broken sticks swimming in thick liquid.

“Impact has severely damaged victim’s face.”

“Boy,” Peabody breathed through her teeth. “I’ll say.”

“Limbs and torso also suffered severe damage, rendering it impossible to determine any possible premortem injury from visual exam. The body is nude. She’s wearing earrings.” Eve took out a small magnifier, peered through it at the lobes. “Multicolored stones in gold settings, matching ring on right middle finger.”

She eased closer until her lips were nearly on the victim’s throat—and Peabody’s gorge tried a second rising. “Sir . . .”

“Perfume. She’s wearing perfume. You walk around your apartment at one in the morning, Peabody, wearing fancy earrings and fancy perfume?”

“If I’m awake in my apartment at one in the morning, I’m usually in my bunny slippers. Unless . . .”

“Yeah.” Eve straightened. “Unless you’ve got company.” Eve turned to the crime scene tech. “Bag her. I want her tagged for priority with the ME. I want her checked for recent sexual activity, and any injuries that are premortem. Let’s have a look at her apartment, Peabody.”

“She’s not a leaper.”

“Evidence is pointing to the contrary.” She strode into the lobby. It was small and quiet, and security cameras swept the area.

“I want the discs from security,” she told Peabody. “Lobby level, and twelfth floor to start.”

There was a long pause as they stepped into the elevator and Eve called for the twelfth floor. Then Peabody shifted her weight, trying for casual. “So . . . are you going to bring in EDD?”

Eve stuck her hands in her pockets, scowled at the blank, brushed metal doors of the elevator. Peabody’s romantic liaison with Ian McNab, Electronics Detective Division had recently detonated. Which, if anyone had listened to me, Eve thought bitterly, wouldn’t be in many ugly pieces because it never would have existed in the first place.

“Suck it in, Peabody.”

“It’s a reasonable question on procedure, and has nothing whatsoever to do with anything else.”

Peabody’s tone was stiff enough to communicate insult, hurt feelings, and annoyance. She was, Eve thought, good at it. “If during the course of this investigation, I, as primary investigator, deem EDD is needed for consult, I will so order.”

“You could also request someone other than he who shall not be named,” Peabody muttered.

“Feeney runs EDD. I don’t tell Feeney which of his people to assign. And damn it, Peabody, this case or another, you’re going to end up working with McNab, which is why you should never have let him bang you in the first place.”

“I can work with him. It doesn’t bother me a bit.” So saying, she stomped off the elevator onto the twelfth floor. “I’m a professional, unlike some others who are always cracking wise and coming to work in weird getups and showing off.”

At the door of Bankhead’s apartment, Eve lifted her eyebrows. “You calling me unprofessional, Officer?”

“No, sir! I was . . .” Her stiff shoulders loosened, and humor slid back into her eyes. “I’d never call your getups weird, Dallas, even though I’m pretty sure you’re wearing a guy’s shirt.”

“If you’re finished with your snit, we’ll go back on record. Using master to gain entrance to victim’s apartment,” Eve continued, and coded through the locks. She opened the door, examined it. “Interior chain and snap bolt were not in use. Living area lights are on dim. What do you smell, Peabody?”

“Ah . . .  candles, maybe perfume.”

“What do you see?”

“Living area, nicely decorated and organized. The mood screen’s on. Looks like a spring meadow pattern. There are two wineglasses and an open bottle of red wine on the sofa table, indicating the victim had company at some point in the evening.”

“Okay.” Though she’d hoped Peabody would take it a little further, Eve nodded. “What do you hear?”

“Music. Audio system’s playing. Violins and piano. I don’t recognize the tune.”

“Not the tune, the tone,” Eve said. “Romance. Take another look around. Everything’s in place. Neat, tidy, and as noted, organized. But she left a bottle of wine sitting open, and used glasses sitting out? Why?”

“She didn’t have a chance to put them away.”

“Or turn off the lights, the audio, the mood screen.” She stepped through, glanced into the adjoining kitchen. The counters were clean, and empty but for the corkscrew, the wine cork. “Who opened the wine, Peabody?”

“The most likely conclusion would be her date. If she’d opened it, she would have, giving the indication of the apartment, put the corkscrew away, dumped the cork in her recycler.”

“Mmm. Living area balcony doors closed and secured from inside. If this was self-termination or an accidental fall, it wasn’t from this point. Let’s check the bedroom.”

“You don’t think it was self-termination or an accident.”

“I don’t think anything yet. What I know is the victim was a single woman who kept a very neat apartment and that evidence indicates she spent at least a portion of this evening at home with company.”

Eve turned into the bedroom. The audio played here as well, dreamy, fluid notes that seemed to drift on the breeze fluttering through the open balcony doors. The bed was unmade, and the disordered sheets were strewn with pink rose petals. A black dress, black undergarments, and black evening shoes were piled beside the bed.

Candles, guttering fragrantly in their own wax, were set around the room.

“Read the scene,” Eve ordered.

“It appears as if the victim engaged in or was about to engage in sexual intercourse prior to her death. There are no signs of struggle here or in the living area, which indicates the sex, or plans for the sex, were consensual.”

“This wasn’t sex, Peabody. This was seduction. We’re going to need to find out who seduced who. Record the scene, then get me those security discs.”

With a sealed finger, Eve eased open the drawer of the bedside table. “Goodie drawer.”

“Sir?”

“Sex drawer, Peabody. Single girl provisions, which in this case includes condoms. Victim liked men. Couple bottles of tasty body oils, a vibrator for when self-servicing is necessary or desired, and some vaginal lubricant. Fairly standard, even conservative and straight goodies. No toys or aids here to indicate victim leaned toward same-sex relationships.”

“So her date was a man.”

“Or a woman hoping to broaden Bankhead’s horizons. We’ll nail that down with the discs. And maybe we get lucky with the ME’s report and find some little soldiers in her.”

She stepped into the adjoining bath. It was sparkling clean, the ribbon-trimmed hand towels perfectly aligned. There were fancy soaps in a fancy dish, perfumed creams in glass-and-silver jars. “My guess is her bed partner didn’t hang around and wash up. Get the sweepers up here,” she ordered. “Let’s see if our Romeo left anything behind.”

She opened the mirror on the medicine cabinet, studied the contents. Normal over-the-counter meds, nothing heavy. A six-month supply of twenty-eight day contraceptive pills.

The drawer beside the sink was packed, and meticulously organized, with cosmetic enhancers. Lip dyes, lash lengtheners, face and body paints.

Bryna had spent a lot of time in front of this mirror, Eve mused. If the little black dress, the wine, the candlelight were anything to go by, she’d spent considerable time in front of it tonight. Preparing herself for a man.

Moving to the bedroom ’link, Eve played back the last call and stood, listening to Bryna Bankhead, pretty in her little black dress, talk of her big plans for the evening with a brunette she called CeeCee.

I’m a little nervous, but mostly I’m just excited. We’re finally going to meet. How do I look?

You look fabulous, Bry. You just remember real-life dating’s different from cyber-dating. Take it slow, and keep it public tonight, right?

Absolutely. But I really do feel like I know him, CeeCee. We’ve got so much in common, and we’ve been e-mailing for weeks. Besides, it was my idea to meet—and his to make it drinks in a public place so I’d feel more at ease. He’s so considerate, so romantic. God, I’m going to be late. I hate being late. Gotta go.

Don’t forget. I want all the deets.

I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. Wish me luck, CeeCee. I really think he could be the one.

“Yeah,” Eve murmured as she shut off the ’link. “So do I.”


Chapter 2

In her office at Cop Central, Eve reviewed the security discs of the apartment building on the day of the murder. People came, people went. Residents, visitors. She pegged slinky twin blondes who strolled across the lobby in tandem as licensed companions. Double your pleasure, she thought as she watched one setting up the next job on her pocket-link while the other noted down the split in her daybook.

Bryna Bankhead rushed in at six-forty-five, a couple of shopping bags in tow and a pretty flush on her cheeks.

Happy, Eve thought. Excited. She wants to get upstairs, take out her new stuff and play with it. Groom herself, primp, change her mind about her outfit a few times. Maybe fix a quick bite to eat so her stomach won’t be too nervous.

Just a typical single woman anticipating a date. Who doesn’t know she’ll be a statistic before it’s over.

She watched Louise come in just before seven-thirty. She moved quickly, too, but then she always did. There was no light of adventure or anticipation on her face, Eve mused. She looked distracted, a little tired.

No shopping bags for Dr. Dimatto, Eve noted. Just her medical kit and a handbag as big as Idaho.

A not-so-typical single woman, Eve thought, who looks as if she’s already decided she isn’t going to enjoy the evening ahead of her.

And who doesn’t know she’ll end it with a body broken at her feet.

Louise was quicker than Bryna. She was striding out of the elevator, slicked into her killer red dress, at eight-forty. Polished, she didn’t look like the dedicated, overworked and steely minded crusader.

She looked sharp, sexy, female.

The guy coming in as she was going out obviously agreed. He took a good long look at her ass as Louise zipped out. She either didn’t notice or didn’t give a damn as she didn’t so much as glance back at him.

A kid of about eighteen swaggered out of the elevator. He was dressed in solid black leather, tip to toe, and carted an air scooter under his arm. He swung it down as he shoved open the doors, leaped on with an agility and flash Eve had to admire, and winged off into the night.

She sipped coffee as she watched Bryna exit the building just before nine P.M. Nearly running, Eve thought, risking a turned ankle in her date shoes because she didn’t want to be late. Her hair was styled in a glossy up-do, like an ebony tower. Her face, a delicate caramel color, was flushed with anticipation and nerves. She carried a small evening bag and wore the pretty, flashing earrings.

“Check cab pick ups within a block radius of the building, Peabody. She’s in a hurry, so unless she’s meeting the guy closeby, she’d spring for a cab.” She frowned as she zipped through time, slowing whenever someone came in or out of the building.

“She was a good-looking woman,” Eve commented. “Seemed reasonably smart, had her own place, decent job. Why does someone like that go fishing in the cyber-pool for a date?”

“Easy for you to say,” Peabody muttered and earned a narrowed stare. “Well, jeez, Dallas, you’re married. For the rest of us, it’s a jungle out there, full of apes and snakes and baboons.”

“You ever do the cyber-thing?”

Peabody shuffled her feet. “Maybe. And I don’t want to talk about it.”

Amused, Eve started the scan again. “I was single a hell of a lot longer than I’ve been married. I never stooped to cyber-world.”

“Big deal when you’re tall and thin with jungle-cat eyes and have a sexy little dent in your chin.”

“You coming onto me, Peabody?”

“My love for you is a fearsome thing, Dallas. But I’ve given up dating cops.”

“Good policy. Ah, here they come. Freeze screen.”

The time read twenty-three thirty-eight. In two hours plus, Bryna had obviously gotten very cozy with her cyber date. They came in with their arms snugged around each other’s waists, and laughing.

“He looks great,” Peabody decided as she leaned closer to the monitor. “Answer to a maiden’s prayer kind of thing. Tall, dark, and handsome.”

Eve grunted. She judged the man to be about six one, running to about one-ninety. His dark hair was swept back in a tightly curled mane that spilled over his shoulders. His skin was poetically pale, and set off by glinting emerald studs at the corner of his mouth and the high point of his right cheekbone. His eyes were the same vivid green. A thin line of beard ran vertically from just below center of his bottom lip to his chin.

He wore a dark suit with a shirt, in that same jewel green, open at the collar. He carried a black leather bag from a strap on his shoulder.

“Nice-looking couple,” Peabody added. “She looks like she’s knocked back a few alcoholic beverages.”

“More than cocktails,” Eve corrected, then ordered the computer to zoom in on Bryna’s face. “She’s got a chemical gleam in her eye. Him?” She zoomed onto the man’s face. “He’s stone sober. Contact the morgue. I want a priority put on her tox screen. Computer?”

Working  . . .

“Yeah, yeah, let’s try a little multitasking.” Since, at long last, she had a new unit, she had hope. “Run current image of male on-screen through identification banks. I want a name.”



OPENING IDENTIFICATION BANKS. REQUEST FOR CITYWIDE, STATE, NATIONAL, GLOBAL?



Eve patted the side of the machine. “Now, that’s what I like to hear. Begin with New York City. Continue disc run, normal view.



WORKING  . . .



The computer hummed quietly, and the image on-screen began to move again. Outside the elevator, the man lifted Bryna’s hand, pressed his lips to the palm.

“End run, begin run on elevator two, twenty-three forty.”

The image flashed off, the next flashed on. Eve watched the mating process continue on the ride to the twelfth floor. The man nibbled on her fingers, leaned in to whisper something in her ear. It was Bryna who made the advances, pulling him against her, aggressively pressing her body, her lips to his.

It was her hand that moved between their bodies, groping.

When the doors opened, they circled out, still locked together. Once again Eve ordered a disc change and studied the couple as they walked to her apartment door. Bryna fumbled a bit as she uncoded her locks. She lost her balance slightly, swayed against him. When she stepped inside, he stood at the threshold.

The perfect gentleman, Eve mused. He had a warm smile on his face, a question in his eyes. Are you going to ask me in?

She watched Bryna’s arm shoot out, watched her hand fist in the man’s jacket. She pulled him inside, and the door shut behind them.

“She was making the moves.” Peabody frowned at the empty hallway now on-screen.

“Yeah, she was making the moves.”

“I don’t mean she deserved to die. I just mean he wasn’t pushing. Even when she got aggressive in the elevator, he didn’t push. A lot of guys—hell, most guys—would’ve had a hand under her skirt at that point.”

“Most guys don’t sprinkle rose petals over the sheets.” She fast-forwarded, ordered full-stop when Bryna’s apartment door opened.

“Note time unidentified male exits victim’s apartment. Oh-one thirty-six. Same time the nine-eleven’s logged. Louise said she checked for a pulse. Give her a few seconds for shock, a few seconds to run to the body, then check the pulse, then get her pocket-link out and make the call. And that’s all the time it took him to walk away from the balcony, move through the apartment and out the door. Computer, continue run.”

“He’s shaking,” Peabody murmured.

“Yeah, and he’s sweating.” But he didn’t run, Eve noted. His eyes darted right, left, right as he hurried down the hall to the elevator. But he didn’t run.

She watched him ride down, his back pressed to the wall, the leather bag clutched against his chest. But he was thinking, she mused. Thinking carefully enough to take the elevator to the basement instead of the lobby, to exit the building by the delivery port instead of the front doors.

“There was no sign of struggle in the apartment. And between time of death, and the time she hit, no time for him to put it back to rights if there had been a fight. But she was dead before she went over. Before he threw her over,” Eve added. “She’d been using illegals, but there were no illegals in her apartment. Let’s put a bug in the lab’s ear on the contents of the wine bottle and glasses. Then go home, catch some sleep.”

“You’re going to call Feeney? You need EDD to walk through her computer and find the e-mails she and the suspect exchanged, trace the account.”

“That’s right.” Eve rose, and though she knew it was a mistake, ordered one more cup of coffee from her AutoChef. “Put the personal garbage in the recycler, and do the job.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d give McNab that same order. Sir.”

Eve turned back. “He hassling you?”

“Yes. Not exactly.” She huffed out a breath. “No.”

“Which is it?”

“He just makes sure I know about all the hot women he’s sleeping with, and how he’s practically doing handsprings since I cut him loose. And he doesn’t even have the decency to do it to my face. He just makes sure I hear about it.”

“It sounds like he’s moved on. You did cut him loose, Peabody. And you’re hanging with Charles.”

“It’s not like that with Charles,” Peabody insisted, speaking of the sexy licensed companion who’d become her friend. And had never been her lover. “I told you.”

“But you didn’t tell McNab. Your business,” Eve said quickly when Peabody started to speak. “And I don’t want any part of it. McNab wants to screw every female in the five boroughs, and it doesn’t interfere with the job, it’s none of my business. And none of yours. Leave the priority requests for the morgue and the lab, then go home. Report in at eight hundred hours.”

Alone, Eve sat back at her desk. “Computer, status on identification search.”



SEARCH EIGHTY-EIGHT-POINT-TWO PERCENT COMPLETE. NO MATCHES.



“Expand search statewide.”



AFFIRMATIVE. WORKING  . . .



Eve sat back with her coffee, and hoped for a name. Hoped for quick justice for Bryna Bankhead.



Despite the caffeine, Eve managed a more restful sleep on her office floor than she had in the big, empty bed at home. When she woke, she widened the thus far negative identity search. Taking yet another cup of coffee with her into the locker room, she washed up, finger-combed her hair, and rolled up the sleeves of Roarke’s shirt.

It was just after eight when she walked into Captain Feeney’s office in EDD. He was standing at his own AutoChef with his back to her. Like Eve, he was in his shirtsleeves, with his weapon harness in place. His wiry, ginger-colored hair had probably seen a comb that morning, but looked no tidier than hers.

She stepped in, sniffed the air. “What’s that smell?”

He whirled around, his long, basset hound face covered with surprise. And, she thought, guilt.

“Nothing. What’s up?”

She sniffed again. “Doughnuts. You got doughnuts in here.”

“Shut up, shut up.” He stalked by her to shut the door. “You want the whole squad pouring in here?” Knowing a closed door wouldn’t be enough, he locked it. “What do you want?”

“I want a doughnut.”

“Look, Dallas, the wife’s gone on some health kick. You can’t get a decent bite to eat in my house these days with all the tofu this and rehydrated vegetable that. A man’s gotta have some fat and sugar once in awhile or his system suffers for it.”

“I’m with you, so’s the crowd. Gimme a doughnut.”

“Goddamn it.” He strode over to the AutoChef, popped it open. Inside were a half dozen doughnuts, fragrant in the low heat.

“Holy shit. Fresh doughnuts.”

“Bakery down the block does a few dozen reals every morning. You know what they charge for one of these bastards?”

Quick as a whiplash, Eve reached in, snagged one, bit in. “Worth it,” she said around a mouthful of fat and cream.

“Just keep it down. You start making yummy noises, they’ll beat the door in.” He took a doughnut and blissfully chewed the first bite. “Nobody wants to live forever, right? I tell the wife, hey, I’m a cop. Cops face death every day.”

“Damn straight. You got jelly, too?”

Before she could reach in, he closed the AutoChef. Smartly. “So, being a cop, facing death, all that, who gives a horse’s ass about pumping a little fat into the arteries?”

“Really superior fat, too.” She licked sugar off her fingers. She could’ve blackmailed him into a second doughnut, but figured she’d just get sick off it. “Got a sidewalk splat last night.”

“Leaper?”

“Nope. Already dead when she went off. I’m waiting for the ME and some lab reports, but it looks like sexual homicide. She had a date with a cyber-guy, e-mail lovers. I got a visual of him going in and out of her place, but the ID search hasn’t hit a match. I need you to track him through her computer.”

“You got the unit?”

“Yeah. I’m holding it in Evidence. Victim’s Bankhead, Bryna. Case-file H-78926B.”

“I’ll get somebody on it.”

“Appreciate it.” She paused at the door. “Feeney, if you bring McNab in, maybe you could ask him to, I don’t know, tone it down around Peabody.”

The glow the doughnut brought to his face faded into painful embarrassment. “Aw, jeez, Dallas.”

“I know, I know. But if I have to deal with her, you’ve got to deal with him.”

“We could lock them in a room together, let them hash it out.”

“We’ll keep that as an option. Let me know as soon as you find something on the victim’s unit.”



The search wasn’t getting anywhere. Without much hope, Eve bumped it up to global. She wrote and filed her preliminary report for her commander, then shot it off through the interoffice system. After ordering Peabody to keep pushing on the lab and morgue, she headed to the courthouse to give her testimony in a case on trial.

Two and a half hours later, she stormed out, damning all lawyers. She flipped on her communicator and tagged Peabody. “Status.”

“Test results still pending, sir.”

“Fuck that.”

“Rough day in court, Dallas?”

“Defense council seems to think the NYPSD splattered the victim’s blood all over his innocent client’s hotel room, clothes, person just to give psychopathic tourists who stab their wives a couple dozen times during a marital spat a bad name.”

“Well, it is tough on the Chamber of Commerce.”

“Ha-ha.”

“We have identified the woman Bankhead spoke with on the ’link the night she died. CeeCee Plunkett. She worked with the victim in the lingerie department at Saks.”

“Grab transpo. Meet me there.”

“Yes, sir, and may I suggest their lovely sixth-floor café for lunch? You need protein.”

“I had a doughnut.” With an evil smile, Eve broke transmission on Peabody’s shocked and envious gasp.

Being caught in the hell of lunch-shift traffic did little to improve her mood. Cars bumped and churned in place for so long she considered the possibility of just leaving her vehicle where it was and hoofing it across town.

Until she studied the jammed sidewalks.

Even the sky was packed—ad blimps, airbuses, tourist trams vying for air space. The noise was ridiculous, but for some reason, the sheer weight of sound smoothed out the rough edges. So much so that when she was trapped at a light at the corner of Madison and Thirty-ninth, she leaned out the window and spoke pleasantly to the glide-cart operator.

“Give me a tube of Pepsi.”

“Small, medium, or large, fair lady?”

Her eyebrows lifted, disappeared under her fringe of bangs. An operator that friendly was either a droid or new. “Make it large.” She dug in her pocket for loose change.

When he leaned down to make the exchange, she saw he was neither droid nor new. She pegged him at a well-tended ninety, and his smile showed an appreciation of dental hygiene far superior to most glide-carters.

“Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

She looked at the traffic, at the knots of vehicles that were all but blocking out the sky in this sector. “You gotta be kidding.”

He only smiled again. “Every day you’re alive’s a beauty, miss.”

She thought of Bryna Bankhead. “Guess you’re right.”

She popped the tube, sucked on it contemplatively as she inched her way up Madison. At Fifty-first, she cut over, double parked, and engaged her ON DUTY sign.

And girding her loins, strode into Saks and the gauntlet of cosmetic shills.

High-fashion droids glided by the doors in a pattern designed to dazzle the eye, and make it impossible to break through unscathed. Backing them up were human consultants who manned booths, counters, or patrolled the aisle looking, in Eve’s opinion, for escapees. The air was choked with scent.

A female droid with a starburst of magenta hair slithered across the floor to block Eve’s forward progress.

“Good afternoon, and welcome to Saks. Today our premiere fragrance—”

“One drop goes on me, just one, and I’ll ram that spritzer down your throat,” she warned as the droid moved in for the kill.

“Indeed, madam, it only takes a drop of Orgasma to entice the lover of your dreams.”

Eve flipped her jacket aside, tapped her fingers on her weapon. “It only takes one blast of this to put you in the recycle bin, Red. Now back off.”

The droid backed off, with satisfying speed. Eve heard the call go up for Security as she plowed through the wall of customers and consultants. She flipped out her badge as a pair of uniformed droids rushed toward her.

“NYPSD. Official business. Keep those damn smell pushers off me.”

“Yes, Lieutenant. May we be of some assistance?”

“Yeah.” She tucked her badge in her pocket. “Where’s the lingerie department?”

At least, Eve thought as she got off on the proper floor, nobody up here rushed you waving underwear. Still, selling sex seemed to be the order of the day as model droids roamed the department in foundation garments or night-wear. Human clerks, at least, wore real clothes.

She spotted CeeCee Plunkett immediately and waited until the woman completed bagging up a sale.

“Ms. Plunkett?”

“Yes, may I help you?”

Eve took out her badge again. “Is there a place we can speak privately?”

She had rosy cheeks, and they went white. She had pretty blue eyes, and they went wide. “Oh God. Oh God, it’s Bry. Something’s happened to Bryna. She didn’t come into work, she doesn’t answer her ’link. She’s been hurt.”

“Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“I—yes.” Pressing a hand to her temple, CeeCee looked around. “The—the dressing area, but I’m not supposed to leave my station. I . . .”

“Hey.” Eve snagged a droid in a sheer black bra and panties. “Take over here. Which way?” she asked CeeCee and came around the counter to take her arm.

“Back here. Is she in the hospital? Which hospital? I’ll go see her.”

Inside one of the small changing cubes, Eve closed the door. There was a tiny padded stool in the corner, and she guided CeeCee to it. “Sit down.”

“It’s bad.” She gripped Eve’s arm. “It’s very bad.”

“Yes, I’m sorry.” There would never be an easy way. There was only the fast way—a quick stab to the heart rather than slicing inch by inch. “Bryna Bankhead was killed early this morning.”

CeeCee shook her head, kept shaking it slowly as the first tear trickled down her cheek. “She had an accident?”

“We’re trying to determine what happened.”

“I talked to her. I talked to her yesterday, last night. She was going out on a date. Please tell me what happened to Bry.”

The media had already reported the death, and the circumstances, so far as they were known. If they hadn’t ferreted out the name by now, Eve thought, it wouldn’t take them much longer.

“She . . .  fell from her balcony.”

“Fell?” CeeCee started to surge to her feet, but only sank back down again. “That can’t be. That just can’t be. There’s a safety wall.”

“We’re investigating, Ms. Plunkett. You’d help a great deal if you’d answer some questions for me. On record?”

“She wouldn’t have fallen.” There was anger now, and insult, pricking through the shock. “She wasn’t stupid or clumsy. She wouldn’t have fallen.”

Eve took out her recorder. “I’m going to find out what happened. My name is Dallas. Lieutenant Eve Dallas,” she said for CeeCee, and the record. “I’m primary investigator in the matter of the death of Bryna Bankhead. I’m interviewing you, CeeCee Plunkett, at this time, because you were a friend of the deceased. You had a conversation with her via ’link last night, a few minutes before nine o’clock, just before she left her apartment.”

“Yes. Yes. She called me. She was so nervous, so excited.” Her voice went thick. “Oh, Bry.”

“Why was she nervous and excited?”

“She had a date. Her first date with Dante.”

“What’s his full name?”

“I don’t know.” She dug in her jacket pocket for a tissue, then tore it to pieces rather than mopping her face. “They met online. They didn’t know each other’s last names, that’s part of the deal. It’s for safety.”

“How long had she been in contact with him?”

“Maybe three weeks now.”

“How did they meet?”

“A poetry chat room. There was this discussion of great romantic poetry through the centuries and  . . . Oh God.” She leaned forward, buried her face in her hands. “She was my best friend. How could this happen to her?”

“Would she confide in you?”

“We told each other everything. You know how it is with girlfriends.”

More or less, Eve thought. “This was, to your knowledge, her first date with Dante?”

“Yes. That’s why she was so excited. She bought a new dress, and shoes. And these great earrings . . .”

“And would it be usual for her to bring a first date back to her apartment for sex?”

“Absolutely not.” CeeCee gave a watery laugh. “Bry’s got too many old-fashioned hang-ups about sex and relationships and stages. A guy had to pass what she called the Thirty Day Test before she’d go to bed with him. I used to tell her nothing stays fresh for a month, but she . . .” CeeCee trailed off. “What are you saying?”

“I’m only trying to get a picture. Did she do illegals?”

Though tears were still glistening in them, CeeCee’s eyes went hard. “I don’t like your questions, Lieutenant.”

“They have to be asked. Look at me. Look at me,” Eve repeated. “I don’t want to hurt her, or you. I have to know who she was, to do right by her.”

“No, she didn’t do illegals,” CeeCee snapped. “She took good care of herself, inside and out. That’s the way she was. She was smart and she was fun and she was decent. And she did not get crazy on illegals and fall off her goddamn balcony. She didn’t jump either, so don’t even think about trying to pass this off as suicide. If she went off that balcony, it’s because somebody pushed her off. It’s because . . .”

As her own words sank in, CeeCee’s anger flared. “Someone killed her. Someone killed Bry. That—that Dante. He, he followed her home after their date. And he got into her apartment somehow, and he killed her. He killed her,” she repeated and dug her fingers into Eve’s wrist. “You find him.”

“I’ll find him,” Eve promised. “CeeCee, I don’t know all the facts yet, but I will. Tell me what you can about this man she knew as Dante. Everything you remember Bryna told you.”

“I can’t take it in. I’m sorry, I just can’t.” She rose, walked slowly to the pitcher of ice water on the dressing room table. When the pitcher shook and sloshed, Eve went over, poured the glass.

“Thanks.”

“Take a minute. Sit down, drink your water, and take a minute.”

“I’m okay. I’ll be okay.” But she had to hold the glass with both hands to drink. “He was supposed to own his own business. He was rich. She said he didn’t brag about it, but she could tell from the little things he said. Places he’d been, like Paris and Moscow, the Olympus Resort, Bimini, I don’t know.”

“What kind of business?”

“They didn’t get into specifics about that. Just like he wasn’t supposed to know she worked here. But he did.”

Eve’s gaze sharpened. “How do you know that?”

“Because he sent her pink roses here last week.”

Pink roses, Eve thought. Pink rose petals.

“What else?”

“He spoke Italian, and um, French and Spanish. Romance languages,” she added, smearing tears and mascara with the backs of her hands. “Bry was all caught up in the romance of it. She said he had the most romantic soul. And I’d say, well great, but what about his face? She’d just laugh and say that appearances didn’t matter when hearts spoke to each other. But it wouldn’t hurt her feelings any if he looked as good as he sounded.”

Steadier, she turned the glass in her hands. “Lieutenant . . . Did he rape her?”

“I don’t know.” Eve drew out a picture she’d printed off disc. “Do you recognize this man?”

CeeCee studied Dante’s face. “No,” she said, wearily now. “I’ve never seen him before. This is him, isn’t it? Well. Well. I guess he looked as good as he sounded. The son of a bitch. The vicious son of a bitch.” She began shredding the photo, and Eve did nothing to stop her.

“Where were they meeting for drinks last night?”

“The goddamn Rainbow Room. Bry picked it out because she thought it was romantic.”

When Eve came out of the dressing area, she found Peabody staring, a bit wistfully, at a display of lacy bodysuits.

“Those wouldn’t be comfortable for more than five minutes,” Eve pointed out.

“If it works, you wouldn’t have it on over five minutes. Droid said you were back in the dressing area with Plunkett.”

“Yeah. Dude goes by the name of Dante, heavy on the poetry and pink rosebuds. I’ll fill you in.”

“Where are we going?”

“The morgue, by way of the Rainbow Room.”

“That sounds so . . . weird.”

It was, if you compared the chrome and marble temple of one with the dingy white box of the other. But the best Eve could get from the landmark lounge was the names and addresses of the waitstaff on duty the night before.

She had more immediate luck at the dead house.

“Ah, my favorite cop come to scold me.” Morris, Chief Medical Examiner, switched off his laser scalpel and beamed. He wore his long, dark hair in a half dozen braids, covered now with a clear surgical cap. A natty plum-colored shirt and slacks were protected from distressing splashes of body fluids by a transparent lab coat.

“That’s not my case you’re slicing up there, Morris.”

“No, more’s the pity.” He glanced down at the body of a young black man. “This unfortunate fellow appears to have backed into—numerous times—a sharp, long-bladed instrument. You’d think he’d have stopped after the first, but no. He just continued to ram himself back into the knife until he keeled over dead.”

“Slow learner.” She pursed her lips as she studied the corpse’s very impressive hard-on. “From the looks of that boner he’s carrying, I’d make an educated guess that he’d popped some Exotica laced with Zeus. The combo can make a guy’s tool stay in use long after he’s gone flat otherwise.”

“I tend to agree, particularly since your associate Detective Baxter reports that our recently deceased was employing that tool enthusiastically on his brother’s wife.”

“Oh yeah? And I guess he just decided to stop fucking and dance into a knife as a change of pace.”

“According to his brother, and the wife who is still among the living and recovering from a nasty fall that broke her jaw.”

“Takes all kinds. If Baxter’s got the brother in custody, and you’ve got cause of death, why aren’t you working on my case?”

“Come with me.” Morris crooked a finger and walked through a set of swinging doors into another autopsy room. What was left of Bryna Bankhead was the single occupant. She was laid on a stainless steel slab with a thin green sheet covering her to the neck.

That would have been Morris’s touch, Eve thought. He could be very respectful with the dead.

“I imagine she was an attractive young woman once.”

Eve stared down at the ruined face. She thought of the bathroom mirror, the ruthlessly organized drawer of enhancements. “Yeah. Tell me how she died, Morris.”

“I think you know. Your time of death measurement was accurate. She was spared the fear of falling, the insult of the pavement, even the knowledge that she was dying.” He touched sealed fingertips, very gently, to her hair. “She’d ingested, over a period of two and a half to three hours, more than two ounces of the synthetic hormonibital-six, an expensive and very difficult to acquire controlled substance.”

“Street name Whore. An inhibition blocker,” Eve murmured. “Commonly used in date rape once upon a time.”

“Not commonly,” Morris corrected. “Its derivatives are more common, and much less potent and effective. What she had in her was pure. Two ounces, Dallas, would have a street value of more than a quarter million. If you could find it on the street, which you can’t. I haven’t come across traces of it in a body for more than fifteen years.”

“I heard about it when I was in school. Mostly urban legend shit.”

“And most of it was urban legend shit.”

“Did it kill her? An OD?”

“Not by itself. The combination with alcohol was dangerous, but not fatal. But our hero went overboard. Half the amount he slipped her would’ve been enough to ensure her full cooperation. What she had in her would, most likely, have kept her under for eight, maybe ten hours. And she’d wake up with the mother of all hangovers. Headache, vomiting, the shakes, blackouts, lost time. It would take up to seventy-two hours to purge her system.”

It made Eve sick to think it. “She was spared that, too. How?”

“He gave her too much. It would make her lethargic. I’m assuming he wanted a more active fuck because he doctored the last glass of wine with a little cocktail of aneminiphine-colax-B. Wild Rabbit.”

“Covered his bases, didn’t he?” she said quietly.

“It bombards the nervous and respiratory systems, and hers was already compromised. The combination overtaxed her heart. It gave out on her within twenty minutes of ingestion. She’d have been too doped by the earlier doses of Whore to know what was happening.”

“Could she have taken it willingly at that point?”

Gently, Morris lifted the sheet over Bryna’s face. “After the first ounce of inhibition blocker, nothing this girl did was willing.”

“He drugged her, he raped her, and the combination killed her,” Eve said. “Then he tossed her out the window like a used doll in an attempt to cover up what happened.”

“In my esteemed and renowned medical opinion, that’s the scenario.
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