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The light of the body is in the eye.

NEW TESTAMENT

 

 

 

A mother is a mother still,
 The holiest thing alive.

SAMUEL COLERIDGE




Prologue

We begin to die with our first breath. Death is inside us, ticking closer, closer, with every beat of our heart. It is the end no man can escape. Yet we cling to life, we worship it despite its transience. Or perhaps, because of it.

But all the while, we wonder of death. We build monuments to it, revere it with our rituals. What will our death be? we ask ourselves. Will it be sudden and swift, long and lingering? Will there be pain? Will it come after a long, full life, or will we be cut off—violently, inexplicably—in our prime?

When is our time? For death is for all time.

We create an afterlife because we cannot rush through our days chased by the specter of an end. We make gods who guide us, who will greet us at golden gates to lead us into an eternal land of milk and honey.

We are children, bound hand and foot by the chains of good with its eternal reward, and evil with its eternal punishment. And so, most never truly live, not freely.

I have studied life and death.

There is only one purpose. To live. To live free. To  become. To know, with each breath, you are more than the shadows. You are the light, and the light must be fed, absorbed from any and all sources. Then, the end is not death. In the end we become the light.

They will say I am mad, but I have found sanity. I have found Truth and Salvation. When I have become, what I am, what I do, what I have created will be magnificent.

And we will all live forever.




Chapter 1

Life didn’t get much better. Eve knocked back her first cup of coffee as she grabbed a shirt out of the closet. She went for thin and sleeveless as the summer of 2059 was currently choking New York, and the rest of the Eastern seaboard, in a tight, sweaty grip.

But hey, she’d rather be hot than cold.

Nothing was going to spoil her day. Absolutely nothing.

She pulled on the shirt, then with a quick glance at the door to make certain she was alone, did a fast, hip-shaking boogie to the AutoChef for another hit of coffee. A glance at her wrist unit told her she had plenty of time if she wanted breakfast, so what the hell, she programmed it for a couple of blueberry pancakes.

She went back to the closet for her boots. She was a tall, lean woman, currently wearing khaki-colored pants and a blue tank. Her hair was short, choppy in style, and brown, with lighter streaks teased out by that mean and brilliant sun. It suited her angular face, with its wide brown eyes and generous mouth. There was a shallow dent in her chin—a feature her husband, Roarke, liked to trace with a fingertip.

Despite the heat she’d face when she stepped outside the big, blissfully cool bedroom, outside the big, blissfully cool  house, she pulled out a lightweight jacket. And tossed it over the weapon harness she had draped over the back of the sofa in the sitting area.

Her badge was already in her pocket.

Lieutenant Eve Dallas grabbed her coffee and pancakes out of the AutoChef, plopped down on the sofa, and prepared to enjoy a luxurious breakfast before clocking in for a day as a murder cop.

With a feline’s psychic sense when food was involved, the fat cat Galahad appeared out of nowhere to leap on the sofa beside her and stare at her plate with his dual-colored eyes.

“Mine.” She forked up pancakes, and stared back at the cat. “Roarke may be an easy mark, pal, but I’m not. Probably already been fed, too,” she added as she propped her feet on the table and continued to plow through her breakfast. “Bet you were down in the kitchen at dawn sidling around Summerset.”

She leaned down until they were nose to nose. “Well, there won’t be any of that for three beautiful, wonderful, mag-ass weeks. And do you know why? Do you know why?”

Overcome with joy, she caved and gave the cat a bite of pancake. “Because the skinny, tight-assed son of a bitch is going on vacation! Far, far away.” She almost sang it, riding on the bliss of knowing Roarke’s majordomo, her personal nemesis, wouldn’t be there to irritate her that night, or for many nights to come.

“I have twenty-one Summerset-free days ahead of me, and I rejoice.”

“I’m not sure the cat shares your jubilation.” Roarke spoke from the doorway where he was currently leaning on the jamb watching his wife.

“Sure he does.” She scooped up more of the pancakes before Galahad could nose his way onto the plate. “He’s just playing it cool. I thought you had some interstellar honcho transmission to take care of this morning.”

“Done.”

He strolled in, and Eve added to her considerable pleasure  by watching him move. Smooth, long-legged, graceful in a way that was pure and dangerous male.

He could give the cat lessons, she mused. Grinning at him, she decided there wasn’t a woman alive who wouldn’t be thrilled to have that face next to hers over breakfast.

As faces went, it was a masterpiece, carved on one of God’s more generous days. Lean, with edgy cheekbones, with a firm, full mouth that could make her own water. All this was framed by a sweep of glossy black hair, and highlighted by Celtic blue eyes.

The rest of him wasn’t bad either, she thought. All long and rangy and tough.

“Come here, pretty boy.” She fisted a hand in his shirt, gave him a yank. Then sank her teeth, with some enthusiasm, in his bottom lip. She gave it a lazy flick of her tongue before settling back again. “You’re better than pancakes any day.”

“You’re certainly chipper this morning.”

“Damn straight. Chipper’s my middle name. I’m going out to spread joy and laughter to all of mankind.”

“What a nice change of pace.” There was amusement riding along with the Irish in his voice. “Perhaps you’ll start now by going down with me to see Summerset off.”

She grimaced. “That might spoil my appetite.” Testing, she polished off the pancakes. “No, no, it doesn’t. I can do that. I can go down and wave bye-bye.”

Brow lifted, he gave her hair a quick tug. “Nicely.”

“I won’t do the happy dance until he’s out of sight. Three weeks.” After a joyful shudder, she rose and foiled the cat by putting the plate out of reach. “I won’t see his ugly face or hear the squeaky sound of his voice for three orgasmic weeks.”

“Why do I think he’s probably thinking something very similar about you?” Sighing, Roarke pushed to his feet. “I’m as sure about that as I am that both of you will miss sniping at each other.”

“Will not.” She picked up her harness, strapped on her weapon. “Tonight, to celebrate—and make no mistake, I’m going to celebrate—I’m going to lounge around the living room and eat pizza. Naked.”

Roarke’s eyebrows winged up. “I’ll certainly enjoy that.”

“Get your own pizza.” She shrugged into her jacket. “I have to wave bye-bye now. I’m due at Central.”

“Practice this first.” He laid his hands on her shoulders. “Have a good trip. Enjoy your vacation.”

“You didn’t say I had to speak to him.” She blew out a breath at Roarke’s calm stare. “All right, all right, it’s worth it. Have a good trip.” She stretched her lips into a smile. “Enjoy your vacation. Asshole. I’ll leave off the asshole, I just wanted to say it now.”

“Understood.” He ran his hands down her arms, then took her hand. The cat darted out of the room ahead of them. “He’s looking forward to this. He hasn’t taken much time for himself in the last couple of years.”

“Didn’t want to take his beady eyes off me long enough. But that’s okay, that’s all right,” she said in a cheerful voice. “Because he’s going, and that’s what’s important.”

She heard the cat screech, the curse that followed, then a series of thuds. Eve was fast on her feet, but Roarke beat her to the stairs, and was already sprinting down there to where Summerset lay in a heap along with scattered piles of linen.

She took one look at the scene at the bottom of the stairs and said, “Oh, shit.”

“Don’t move. Don’t try to move,” Roarke murmured as he checked Summerset for injuries.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Eve crouched. Summerset’s always pale face was bone-white and already going clammy. She read shock in his eyes, along with considerable pain.

“It’s my leg,” he managed in a voice gone reedy. “I’m afraid it’s broken.”

She could see that for herself by the awkward angle it took below the knee. “Go get a blanket,” she told Roarke as she pulled out her pocket-link. “He’s shocky. I’ll get the MTs.”

“Keep him still.” Moving fast, Roarke whipped one of the tangled sheets over Summerset, then dashed upstairs. “He could have other injuries.”

“It’s just my leg. And my shoulder.” He closed his eyes  as Eve called for medical assistance. “I tripped over the bloody cat.” Gritting his teeth, he opened his eyes and did his best to smirk at Eve though the heat of the fall was rapidly turning to a cold that made his teeth chatter. “I imagine you think it’s a pity I didn’t break my neck.”

“Thought crossed by mind.” Lucid, she thought with some relief. Didn’t lose consciousness. Eyes a little glassy. She glanced over as Roarke came back with a blanket. “They’re on their way. He’s coherent, and pissy. I don’t think there’s any head injury. Take more than a spill down the stairs to crack that stone anyway. Tripped over the cat.”

“For Christ’s sake.”

Eve watched Roarke take Summerset’s hand, hold it. However she and the skinny baboon dealt with each other, she understood the man was more Roarke’s father than his own blood had been.

“I’ll get the gates, clear the MTs through.”

She headed to the security panel to open the gates that closed off the house, the expansive lawns, the personal world Roarke had built, from the city. Of Galahad there was no sign, nor Eve thought sourly, would there likely be for a while.

Damn cat had probably done it on purpose to spoil her good time because she hadn’t given him enough pancakes.

So they would hear the sirens, she opened the front door, and nearly staggered against the wall of heat. Barely eight, and hot enough to fry brains. The sky was the color of sour milk, the air the consistency of the syrup she’d so cheerfully consumed when there’d been joy in her heart and a spring in her step.

Have a nice trip, she thought. Son of a bitch.

Her ‘link beeped just as she heard the sirens. “Here they come,” she called to Roarke, then stepped aside to take the transmission. “Dallas. Shit, Nadine,” she said the minute she saw the image of Channel 75’s top reporter on screen. “This isn’t a good time.”

“I got a tip. Seems like a serious tip. Meet me at Delancey and Avenue D. I’m leaving now.”

“Hold on, hold on, I’m not going down to the Lower East Side because you—”

“I think somebody’s dead.” She shifted so Eve could see the images on the printouts she’d spread over her desk. “I think she’s dead.”

It was a young brunette in various poses, some candid from the looks of them, others staged.

“Why do you think she’s dead?”

“I’ll fill you in when I see you. We’re wasting time.”

Eve motioned in the MTs as she scowled at the ’link. “I’ll send a black-and-white—”

“I didn’t give you a heads-up so you could fob this, and me, off on uniforms. I’ve got something here, Dallas, and it’s hot. Meet me, or I check it out alone. Then I go on the air with what I’ve got, and what I find.”

“Fucking A, what a day this is turning into. All right. Stand on the corner, get a bagel or something. Don’t do anything until I get there. I’ve got a mess to clean up here first.” Blowing out a breath she looked over to where the MTs examined Summerset. “Then I’m on my way.”

She clicked off, jammed the ’link back in her pocket. She walked back to Roarke, and couldn’t think of anything to do but pat his arm while he watched the medicals. “I’ve got a thing I’ve got to check out.”

“I can’t remember how old he is. I can’t quite remember.”

“Hey.” This time she gave his arm a squeeze. “He’s too mean to be down for long. Look, I’ll ditch this thing if you want me to stay around.”

“No, you go on.” He shook himself. “Tripped over the goddamn cat. Could’ve killed himself.” He turned, pressed his lips to her forehead. “Life’s full of nasty surprises. Take care, Lieutenant, I’d as soon not have another one today.”

 

Traffic was mean, but that suited the ruination of her mood. A maxibus breakdown on Lex had everything snarled from 75th, as far south as she could see. Horns blasted. Above, traffic copters clipped and hummed among the air traffic to keep the rubberneckers from jamming the sky as well.

Tired of sitting in the sea of commuters, she flipped her  siren, then punched into a quick vertical. She cut east, then headed south again when she found some clear road.

She’d called Dispatch and informed them she was taking an hour personal. No point in reporting in that she was following the crooked finger of an on-air reporter, without authorization or any clear reason.

But she trusted Nadine’s instincts—the woman’s nose for a story was like a beagle’s for a rabbit—and had tagged Peabody, her aide, with orders to detour to Delancey.

There was plenty of business being done on the street. The area was a hive of delis, coffee shops, and specialty stores that crowded along on sidewalk level and served the inhabitants of the apartments above them. The bakery sold to the guy who ran the fix-it shop next door, and he’d diddle with the AutoChef for the woman who ran the clothes store on the other side, while she ran across the street to buy fruit from the stand.

It was a tidy system, Eve imagined. Old and established, and though it still bore some scars from the Urban Wars, it had rebuilt itself.

It wasn’t a sector where you’d want to take a stroll late at night, and a couple of blocks south or west you’d find the not-so-tidy communities of sidewalk sleepers and chemiheads, but on a sweltering summer morning, this slice of Delancey was all business.

She pulled up behind a double-parked delivery truck, flipped up her On Duty light.

With some reluctance, she left the cool cocoon of her vehicle and stepped into the hot, wet wall of summer. The smells hit her first—brine and coffee and sweat. The more appealing hint of melon from the fruit vendor was overpowered by the rush of steam gushing out of a glide-cart. It carried the distinct odor of egg substitute and onions.

She did her best not to breathe it in—who ate that shit—as she stood on the corner scanning.

She didn’t spot Nadine, or Peabody, but she did see a trio of what she took to be shopkeepers and a City Maintenance drone having an argument in front of a green recycle bin.

She kept an eye on them while she considered calling  Roarke to check on Summerset. Maybe there’d been a miracle and the medical techs had glued his bone back together and he was, even now, on his way to transport. As a result of the morning trauma, he wasn’t taking three weeks vacation. But four.

And while he was gone, he’d fall madly in love with a licensed companion—who would have sex with that freak unless she was paid for it—and decide to settle down with her in Europe.

No, not Europe. It wasn’t far away enough. They’d relocate in the Alpha Colony on Taurus I, and never again return to this planet called Earth.

As long as she didn’t call, she could hold on to the silver threads of that little fantasy.

But she remembered the pain in Summerset’s eyes and the way Roarke had held his hand.

With a mighty sigh, she pulled out her pocket-link. Before she could use it one of the shopkeepers shoved City Maintenance. Maintenance shoved back. Eve saw the first punch coming even if Maintenance didn’t, and he ended up on his ass. She shoved the ’link back in her pocket and headed down the sidewalk to break it up.

She was still three feet away when she smelled it. She’d walked with death too many times to mistake it.

The living were currently rolling around on the sidewalk, being cheered on or berated by the people who popped out of storefronts or stopped their hike to work to watch the show.

Eve didn’t bother with her badge, but simply hauled the guy on top up by his shirt, and planted her foot on the chest of the one still on the ground.

“Knock it off.”

The shopkeeper was a little guy, and wiry with it. He jerked away, leaving Eve with a handful of sweaty shirt. The blood in his eye was from temper, but his lip was sporting the real thing. “This is none of your business, lady, so just move before you get hurt.”

“That’s Lieutenant Lady.” The guy on the ground seemed content to stay there. He was paunchy, he was winded, and  his left eye was already swelling shut. But as she didn’t have any love for anyone in any sector of maintenance, she kept her boot weighted on his chest as she flipped out her badge.

The smile she sent the shopkeeper showed a lot of teeth. “You want to take bets on who’s going to get hurt here? Now back off, and shut it down.”

“A cop. Good. You ought to throw his sorry ass in a cage. I pay my taxes.” Shopkeeper threw up his hands, turning to the crowd for support like a boxer circling the ring between rounds. “We pay out the wazoo, and dickheads like this screw us over.”

“He assaulted me. I want to file charges.”

Eve spared a glance at the man under her foot. “Shut up. Name,” she demanded, pointing at the shopkeeper.

“Remke. Waldo Remke.” He fisted his bruised hands on his narrow hips. “I want to file charges.”

“Yeah, yeah. This your place?” She gestured toward the deli behind her.

“Been mine for eighteen years, and my father’s place before that. We pay taxes—”

“I heard that part. This your bin?”

“We paid for that bin twenty times over. Me, Costello, and Mintz.” While sweat ran down his face, he jerked a thumb toward two men standing behind him. “And half the time it’s broken. You smell that? You fucking smell that? Who’s gonna come in our places to do business with that stink out here? This is the third time one of us has called for repair in the last six weeks. They never do shit.”

There were mutters and murmurs of agreement from the crowd, and some joker called out: Death to fascists!

With the heat, the stink, and the blood already spilled, Eve knew the harmless neighborhood crowd could turn into a mob on a dime.

“Mr. Remke, I want you, Mr. Costello, and Mr. Mintz to step back. The rest of you people, get busy somewhere else.”

She heard the rapid clop behind her that could only be cop shoes on pavement. “Peabody,” she said without turning, “move this crowd along before they find a rope and lynch this guy.”

A little breathless, Peabody jogged up beside Eve. “Yes, sir. We need you people to disperse. Please go about your business.”

The sight of the uniform, even though it was already wilting in the heat, had most of the crowd sidling away. Peabody adjusted her sunshades and her hat, both of which had tipped during her jog up the sidewalk.

Her square face was a bit shiny with perspiration, but behind the tinted lenses, her dark eyes were steady. She shifted them to the bin, then to Eve. “Lieutenant?”

“Yeah. Name,” she said and tapped her boot on the city worker’s chest.

“Larry Poole. Look, Lieutenant, I’m just doing my job. I come out here in response to a repair call, and this guy’s up my ass.”

“When did you get here?”

“I ain’t been here ten minutes. Son of a bitch didn’t even give me a chance to look at the bin before he’s in my face.”

“You’re going to look at it now. I don’t want any trouble from you,” she said to Remke.

“I want to file a complaint.” He folded his arms, and curled his lip when Eve helped Poole up.

“They dump all kinda shit in here,” Poole began. “That’s the problem, see? They don’t use the proper slots. If you dump organic in the nonorganic side, it stinks up the whole business.”

He limped to the bin, then took his time strapping on his filter mask. “All they gotta do is follow directions, but no, they’d rather complain every five fricking minutes.”

“How’s the lock work?”

“Got a code. See they rent it from the city, and the city keeps the codes. My scanner reads the code, then ... Crap, this one’s busted.”

“I told you it was busted.”

With some dignity, Poole straightened, and stared at Remke with his blackened eyes. “The lock and seal’s busted. Kids do that sometimes. It ain’t my damn fault. Who the hell knows why kids do the shit they do? Probably busted it last night, dumped some dead cat inside from the smell of it.”

“I’m not paying because your locks are defective,” Remke began.

“Mr. Remke,” Eve warned. “Save it. It’s unlocked, unsealed?” she asked Poole.

“Yeah. Now I’m gonna have to call a crew down here for cleanup. Damn kids.” He started to pry up the lid, but Eve slapped a hand down on his.

“Would you step back, please. Peabody?”

The smell was already making her queasy, but Peabody knew it was about to get worse. “Wish I hadn’t had that egg pocket on the way here.”

Eve got a grip on the lid, shook her head at her aide. “You eat that crap? What’s wrong with you?”

“They’re pretty good, really. And it’s a quick fix.” She sucked in a breath, held it. Nodded. Together they pushed up the heavy lid.

The stench of death poured out.

She’d been crammed into the organic side of the bin. Only half her face showed. Eve could see her eyes had been green—a sharp, bottle green. And she’d been young, probably pretty.

Death, spurred on by the heat, had bloated her obscenely.

“What the hell did they put in there?” Poole pushed up, looked inside. Then immediately stumbled away to retch.

“Call it in, Peabody. Nadine’s on her way. She got hung up in traffic, or she’d be here by now. I want you to keep her and her camera back. She’ll give you lip, but you keep this block clear.”

“Somebody’s in there.” All the anger had drained from Remke’s face. He simply stared at Eve with horrified eyes. “A person.”

“I’m going to need you to go inside, Mr. Remke. All of you. I’ll be in to speak with you shortly.”

“I’ll look.” He had to clear his throat. “I might—if it’s someone from the neighborhood, I might know ... If it’ll help, I’ll look.”

“It’s hard,” she told him, but gestured him over.

His face was pale, but he stepped up. He kept his eyes closed for a moment, then set his teeth, opened them. Even  the faint hint of color drained out of his cheeks.

“Rachel.” He fought not to gag, and stumbled back. “Oh God. Oh God. It’s Rachel—I don’t know her last name. She, Jesus, Jesus, she worked at the 24/7 across the street. She was a kid.” Tears began to track down his white face, and he turned away to cover it. “Twenty, twenty-one, tops. College student. She was always studying.”

“Go inside, Mr. Remke. I’ll take care of her now.”

“She was just a kid.” He swiped at his face. “What kind of an animal does that to a kid?”

She could have told him there were all sorts of animals, animals more vicious, more deadly than anything in nature. But she said nothing as he walked to Poole.

“Come on inside.” He laid a hand on Poole’s shoulder. “Come inside where it’s cool. I’ll get you some water.”

“Peabody, field kit’s in the car.”

Turning back to the body, she clipped the recorder onto her lapel. “All right, Rachel,” she murmured. “Let’s get to work. Record on. Victim is female, Caucasian, approximately twenty years of age.”

 

She had the barricades up, and the uniforms who responded keeping the curious behind them. Once she had the body, the bin, the surrounding area on record, she sealed up and prepared to climb into the bin.

She spotted the Channel 75 van at the end of the block. Nadine would be steaming, Eve thought, from more than the humidity. She’d just have to wait her turn.

The next twenty minutes was grisly.

“Sir.” Peabody offered a bottle of water as Eve climbed out.

“Thanks.” She glugged down ten ounces before taking a breath, but couldn’t quite wash the taste out of her mouth. She used a second bottle on her hands. “Keep those guys on ice.” She nodded toward the deli. “I’m going to deal with Nadine first.”

“Did you get an ID?”

“Her prints popped. Rachel Howard, part-time student at Columbia.” She swiped at the sweat on her face. “Remke  was right on the age. Twenty. Bag and tag,” she added. “I can’t get cause of death, hell I can’t get a gauge on time of death the way she’s been baking in there.”

She looked back at the bin. “We’ll see what the sweepers find, then let the ME have her.”

“You want to start the knock-on-doors?”

“Hold off until I talk to Nadine.” Tossing the empty bottle back to Peabody, she headed down the sidewalk. One of the gawkers started to call out to her, then shrunk back at the look on her face.

Nadine stepped out of the van, looking camera fresh and mad as a cat. “Damn you, Dallas, just how long do you think you can keep me blocked?”

“As long as it takes. I need to see those printouts. Then I need you down at Central for questioning.”

“You need? You think I give a rat’s ass about what you need?”

It had been an ugly morning. She was viciously hot, she stank, and the breakfast she’d so gleefully consumed was no longer settling well. The steam from the glide-cart where the operator was doing double his usual business thanks to the people who hovered, hoping to get a closer look at somebody else’s death, added another greasy layer to the heavy air.

It didn’t even occur to her to reign in her temper as she stared at Nadine, looking fresh as a spring morning, with a cup of iced coffee in her pretty, manicured hand.

“Fine. You have the right to remain silent—”

“What the hell is this?”

“This is your Revised Miranda warning. You’re a material witness in a homicide. You.” She jabbed her finger at a uniform. “Read Ms. Furst her rights, and escort her to Central. She’s to be held for questioning.”

“Why you stone bitch.”

“Got it in one.” Eve turned on her heel and walked back to confer with the ME.




Chapter 2

Inside the deli, the air was cool and smelled of coffee, of lox, of warm bread. She drank the water Remke offered her. He no longer looked like the human rocket about to launch. He looked exhausted.

People often did, in her experience, after violence.

“When’s the last time you used the bin?” she asked him.

“About seven last night, right after I closed. My nephew usually closes, but he’s on vacation this week. Took the wife and kids to Planet Disney—Christ knows why.”

With his elbows on the counter, he rested his head in his hands, pressed his fingers to his temple. “I can’t get that girl’s face out of my head.”

And you never will, Eve thought. Not completely. “What time did you get in this morning?”

“Six.” He let out a long sigh, dropped his hands. “I noticed the ... the smell right off. I kicked the bin. God almighty, I kicked it, and she was in there.”

“You couldn’t have helped her, but you can help her now. What did you do?”

“I called it in. Reamed the operator. Costello and Mintz, they got here, I don’t know, about six-thirty, and we had a bitch session over it. I called back about seven ‘cause nobody’  d showed up. Called I don’t know how many times, worked myself up good, too, until Poole got here. That was about ten minutes, I guess, before I punched him.”

“You live upstairs?”

“Yeah. Me and my wife, our youngest daughter. She’s sixteen.” His breath shortened. “It could’ve been her in there. She was out last night until ten. That’s curfew. She was out with a couple of her friends. I don’t know what I’d do if ... I don’t know what I’d do.” His voice cracked. “What does anybody do?”

“I know this is hard. Do you remember hearing anything, seeing anyone, last night? Anything that comes to mind?”

“Shelley got in right on time. We’re strict about curfew, so she walked in at ten. I was watching the game on-screen-mostly waiting up for her, though. We were all in bed by eleven. I had to open, so I turned in early. I never heard a damn thing.”

“Okay, tell me about Rachel. What do you know about her?”

“Not a lot. She’s been working at the 24/7 for about a year, I guess. Mostly days. Some nights, but mostly days. You’d go in, and if she wasn’t busy, she’d be studying. She was going to be a teacher. She had the sweetest smile.” His voice cracked again. “Just made you feel good to look at her. I don’t know how anybody could treat her like that.”

He looked back outside, to the bin. “I don’t know how anybody could do that to her.”

With Peabody at her side, Eve walked across to the 24/7. “I need you to get in touch with Roarke, find out how Summerset’s doing.”

“He went on vacation today. You had it set on your calendar, with a trumpet fanfare and shooting stars.”

“He broke his leg.”

“What? When? How? Jeez.”

“Fell down the damn steps this morning. I think he did it to spite me. I really do. Just check. Tell Roarke I’ll be in touch as soon as I sort through some of this.”

“And send your concern and support.” Peabody kept her face admirably sober when Eve shifted her eyes and pinned  her. “He’ll know it’s bogus, but it’s what people do.”

“Whatever.”

She stepped inside. Some sensible person had killed the chirpy music that played in every 24/7, on or off planet. The place was a tomb, filled with grab-it-and-go food, overpriced staples of everyday living, and a wall of AutoChefs. A uniform loitered at the entertainment disc display while a young male clerk sat behind the counter. His eyes were red and raw.

Another young one, Eve thought. Clerks at 24/7’s tended to be kids or seniors who would work ridiculous hours for stingy pay.

This one was skinny and black, with a shock of orange hair standing straight up off his head. He sported a silver lip ring, and a cheap knockoff of one of the more popular wrist units.

He took one look at Eve and began to cry again, silently.

“They said I couldn’t call anybody. They said I had to stay here. I don’t want to stay here.”

“You can go soon.” She jerked her head to send the uniform outside.

“They said Rachel’s dead.”

“Yes, she is. Were you friends with her?”

“I think there’s a mistake. I think there’s been a mistake.” He swiped a hand under his nose. “If you’d let me call her, you’d see there’s been a mistake.”

“I’m sorry. What’s your name?”

“Madinga. Madinga Jones.”

“There’s no mistake, Madinga, and I’m sorry because I can see you were friends. How long had you known her?”

“I just don’t think this is right. I just don’t think this is real.” He scrubbed at his face. “She came to work here last summer, early last summer. She’s going to college, she needed the job. We hang out sometimes.”

“You were close. Were you involved, personally involved?”

“We were buds, that’s all. I got a girl. We’d go clubbing sometimes maybe, or catch a new vid.”

“Did she have a boy?”

“Not especially. She kept it loose, because she needed to study. She dug on school.”

“Did she ever mention that somebody was hassling her? Maybe somebody who didn’t want to keep it loose?”

“I don’t ... well, there was this guy we met at a club, and she went out with him once after, to like some restaurant he owns or something. But she said he was too grabby, and she shook him off. He didn’t like it much, and kept after her for a while. But that was like months ago. Before Christmas.”

“Got a name?”

“Diego.” He shrugged. “I don’t know the rest. Slick looking, fancy threads. Told her he was a cruiser, but he could dance, and she liked to dance.”

“The club?”

“Make The Scene. Up by Union Square on Fourteenth. He—did he mess with her before he put her in there?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“She was a virgin.” His lips trembled. “She said how she didn’t want to just do it to do it. I used to rag on her about it, just for fun, you know, because we were buds. If he messed with her.” The tears dried up, and his eyes went marble hard. “You gotta hurt him. You gotta hurt him the way he hurt her.”

Outside, Eve dragged a hand through her hair and wished for her sunshades. Wherever the hell they were.

“Broken leg,” Peabody informed her. “Jammed shoulder and some damage to the rotator cuff.”

“What?”

“Summerset. Roarke said they’re going to keep him overnight, and he’s making arrangements for in-home care as soon as he can be released. He racked the knee of the unbroken leg, so it’ll be a while before he’s on his feet.”

“Shit.”

“Oh, and Roarke says he appreciates your concern, and will communicate same to the patient.”

“Shit,” she repeated.

“And just to add to your joy, a communication came through, from Nadine’s representative. You have an hour to request and complete an interview, or a formal complaint will  be filed by Channel 75 on behalf of Ms. Furst.”

“She’ll have to stew.” Eve plucked Peabody’s shades out of her uniform pocket, and put them on. “We need to notify Rachel Howard’s next of kin.”

 

The single thing Eve wanted when she reached Central was a shower. It was just one more thing that would have to wait. She headed straight to what the cops called The Lounge, a waiting area for interviewees, family members, potential witnesses who weren’t active suspects in an investigation.

There were chairs, tables, vending machines, a couple of screens to keep those who waited occupied. Nadine, her crew, and a sharp-looking suit Eve assumed was the rep were the only current residents.

Nadine surged to her feet immediately. “Oh, we’re going to go a round.”

The suit, tall, slim, male, with a waving mass of brown hair and cool blue eyes, tapped her arm. “Nadine. Let me handle this. Lieutenant Dallas, I’m Carter Swan, attorney for Channel 75, and here as representative for Ms. Furst and her associates. Let me start out by saying that your treatment of my client, a respected member of the media, is unacceptable. A complaint will be made to your superiors.”

“Yeah.” Eve turned away to one of the vending machines. The coffee here was crap, but she needed something. “Ms. Furst,” she began as she coded in her ID, then cursed under her breath when she was informed her credit was at zero. “Ms. Furst is a material witness in a criminal investigation. She was asked to come voluntarily for questioning, and was not cooperative.”

She dug in her pockets for coins or tokens, came up empty. “I was within my rights, and my authority, to have your client brought in, just as it was within her rights to bring your fancy ass in here to annoy me. I need the printouts, Nadine.”

Nadine sat again, crossed her long legs. She fluffed her streaky blonde hair, smiled thinly. “You’ll have to show your warrant to my representative, and when he’s verified its authenticity, we’ll discuss the printouts.”

“You don’t want to play hardball with me on this.”

Nadine’s eyes, a feline green, sparkled with temper. “Oh, don’t I?”

“Under state and federal law,” Carter began, “Ms. Furst is under no obligation to turn over any property, personal or professional, without a court order.”

“I called you.” Nadine spoke in a quiet voice. “I didn’t have to. I could have gone straight to Delancey, filed my story. But I called you, out of respect, out of friendship. And because you got there first ...” She paused long enough to aim a hot glare at one of her crew. He seemed to shrink under it. “You shut me out. This is my story.”

“You’ll get your goddamn story. I just spent the last half hour in a pretty little row house in Brooklyn with the parents of a twenty-year-old girl, parents I watched fall to pieces, bit by bit when I told them their daughter was dead, when I had to tell them where she’d been all fucking night.”

Nadine got slowly back to her feet as Eve strode across the room. They stood now, toe to toe.

“You wouldn’t have found her if it wasn’t for me.”

“You’re wrong. It might not have been me, but somebody would’ve found her. Five, six hours in a recycle bin, ninety degree temps outside, a good one-twenty inside that box, somebody would’ve found her pretty quick.”

“Look, Dallas,” Nadine began, but Eve was on a roll.

“He probably thought of that when he shoved her in there, when he sent you the images. Maybe he got a kick out of thinking about the poor son of a bitch who found her, about the cop who’d have to wade around in there with her. You know what happens to a body after a few hours in that kind of heat, Nadine?”

“That’s not the point.”

“No? Well, let me show you what the point is.” She yanked the recorder out of her pocket, then marched over to plug it into the unit. Seconds later, the image of Rachel Howard, as Eve had found her, shot on-screen.

“She was twenty years old, studying to be a teacher, working at a 24/7. She liked to dance and collected bears. Teddy bears.” Eve’s voice slashed like a razor as she stared  at what had become of Rachel Howard. “She has a younger sister named Melissa. Her family thought she was at the dorm where she had friends, pulling an all-nighter as she did once or twice a week, so they weren’t concerned. Until I knocked on their door.”

She turned away, looked at Nadine now. “Her mother went right down on her knees, collapsed like all the air had gone out of her body. You’ll have to run over there with your crew when we’re done. I’m sure you’ll get some good image for your story. That kind of thing, all that suffering, it really pumps the ratings.”

“This is uncalled for.” Carter snapped the words out. “This is intolerable. My client—”

“Be quiet, Carter.” Nadine reached down for her leather portfolio bag. “I want to speak with you in private, Lieutenant.”

“Nadine, I strongly advise—”

“Shut up, Carter. In private, Dallas.”

“All right.” She unplugged her recorder. “My office.”

She didn’t speak as they walked out, said nothing as they moved to the glide that would take them up to her division.

They moved into the bullpen, and the initial calls of greeting trickled into silence as both women moved straight through.

Eve’s office was small and spare, with a single narrow window. She shut the door, took the chair at her desk, and left the other, badly sprung chair, for Nadine.

But Nadine didn’t sit. What she’d seen, what she felt was clearly printed on her face. “You know me better. You know me better, and I didn’t deserve to be treated this way, didn’t deserve the things you said in there.”

“Maybe not, but you’re the one who pulled in a rep, you’re the one who jumped down my throat because I blocked you from a story.”

“Fuck it, Dallas, you arrested me.”

“I did not arrest you. I remanded you into custody for questioning. You’ve got no sheet out of this.”

“I don’t give a damn about the sheet.” Sick and furious, she shoved at the chair. It was a gesture Eve understood and  respected, even as the flying seat caught her on the shin.

“I called you,” Nadine spat out. “I notified you when I was under no obligation to do so. Then you cut me out, you haul me in, and you treat me like a ghoul.”

“I didn’t cut you out, I did my job. I hauled you in because you have information I need, and you were being pissy.”

“I was being pissy?”

“Yeah, you were. Christ, I need coffee.” She pushed up and bumped past Nadine to her AutoChef. “And I was feeling pissy, so I didn’t take time for our usual dance. But for treating you like a ghoul, I’ll apologize, because I do know better. You want a hit of this?”

Nadine opened her mouth, closed it again. Then let out a puff of steam. “Yes. If you respected me—”

“Nadine.” Coffee in hand, Eve turned. “If I didn’t respect you, I’d have had a warrant in hand when I came into The Lounge.” She waited a beat. “Are you making it with that suit?”

Nadine sipped coffee. “As a matter of fact. I made copies of the printouts for you before I headed to Delancey—where I would have been considerably earlier if Red hadn’t nipped the fender of another car.” She drew them out of her bag.

“EDD’s going to need your ’link.”

“Yeah. I figured.” The battle was over, and they stood facing each other. Two women scraped raw by the job.

“She was a pretty girl,” Nadine commented. “Great smile.”

“So everyone says. This was taken while she was at work. You can just see the candy display. This one ... subway, maybe. And this, I don’t know. A park somewhere. They’re not posed. Just as likely she didn’t know they were being taken.”

“He stalked her.”

“Could be. Now this. This is posed.”

She held up the last printout. Rachel was in a chair set against a white wall. Her legs were crossed, her hands neatly folded just above the knee. The lighting was soft, flattering. She wore the blue shirt and jeans she’d been found in. Her  face was young and pretty, lips and cheeks rosy. And her eyes, that strong green, were empty.

“She’s dead, isn’t she? In this picture, she’s already dead.”

“Probably.” Eve shifted the image aside, and read the text of the transmission.

SHE WAS THE FIRST, AND HER LIGHT WAS PURE. IT WILL SHINE ON FOREVER. IT LIVES IN ME NOW. SHE LIVES IN ME. TO RETRIEVE THE RECEPTACLE, GO TO DELANCEY AND AVENUE D. TELL THE WORLD, THIS IS ONLY THE BEGINNING. A BEGINNING FOR ALL.



“I’m going to tag Feeney, have him send somebody from EDD to pick up your ’link. Since we’re so full of respect here, I don’t have to tell you that certain details, such as the contents of this transmission, need to be kept out of the story entirely or played down during the investigation.”

“You don’t. And bulging with that respect, I don’t have to ask you to keep me in the loop, or for the series of one-on-ones we’ll conduct throughout this investigation.”

“Guess not. Don’t ask me for one now, Nadine. I’ve got to move on this.”

“A statement then. Something I can tag on that will show viewers the NYPSD is pushing forward.”

“You can say that the primary on this investigation is pursuing any and all possible leads, and that neither she, nor this department will stand by when a young woman is treated like garbage.”

Alone, she sat back down at her desk. She did need to get moving, and her first stop would be the ME. But right now she had another duty to perform.

She called Roarke’s private ’link, got the bland message he was unavailable at this location, and was bounced to his admin before she could cut the transmission.

“Oh. Hi, Caro. I guess he’s busy.”

“Hello, Lieutenant.” The pleasant face smiled. “He was just finishing a meeting. Ah, he should be free now. Just let me transfer you.”

“I don’t want to bother—damn.” She was bouncing again.  She shifted uncomfortably as she heard the quick series of beeps. Then it was Roarke’s face on-screen. Though he, too, smiled, she could see he was distracted.

“Lieutenant. You just caught me.”

“Sorry I didn’t call in earlier. I haven’t had much breathing room. Is he, um, doing okay?”

“It’s a bad break, and he’s irritable. The shoulder and knee—and other assorted bumps and bruises—complicate it. He took a hard fall.”

“Yeah. Look, I’m sorry. Really.”

“Mmm. They’ll keep him until tomorrow. If he’s recovered enough to be released, I’m bringing him home. He won’t be able to get around on his own initially, so he’ll need care. I’ve arranged it.”

“Should I, you know, do something?”

This time the smile seemed more at ease. “Such as?”

“I have absolutely no idea. You okay?”

“Shook me up, considerably. I tend to overreact when someone I care for is injured. Or so I’m told. He’s almost as annoyed with me for dumping him in the hospital—as he called it—as you are under similar circumstances.”

“He’ll get over it.” She wanted to touch him, brush those lines of worry away that were haunting his eyes. “I mostly do.”

“He’s been the only constant in my life, until you. Scared me brainless to see him hurt that way.”

“He’s too mean to stay down for long. I’ve got to go. I don’t know when I’ll be home.”

“That makes two of us. Thanks for calling.”

She ended the transmission, and after one more pass, loaded the printouts in her bag. Heading out, she swung by Peabody’s cube. “Peabody, we’re moving.”

“I got the victim’s class schedule.” Peabody jogged to keep up with Eve’s ground-eating stride. “And a list of her instructors. Also the names of her coworkers at the 24/7. I haven’t started to run them yet.”

“Do it on the way to the morgue. Plug in photography and imaging. See if any of them have an interest.”

“I can tell you that straight off. One of her electives was  Imaging. She was acing it, too. Hell, she was acing everything. She was really smart.” She dragged out her PPC as they headed down to the garage. “She had the Imaging course Tuesday evenings.”

“Last evening.”

“Yes, sir. Her instructor was Leeanne Browning.”

“Run her first.” She sniffed the air as they crossed the garage. “What’s that smell?”

“As your aide and boon companion, I must inform you, that smell is you.”

“Oh hell.”

“Here.” Digging in her bag, Peabody came out with a little spray bottle.

Instinctively Eve stepped back. “What is that? Keep it away from me.”

“Dallas, when we get in our vehicle, even with the air on full, it’s going to be tough to breathe. You are rank. You’re probably going to have to burn that jacket, and it’s too bad, because it’s mag.”

Before Eve could dodge, she aimed and fired, and kept firing even as her courageous lieutenant yelped.

“It smells like ... rotten flowers.”

“The rotten part is you.” Peabody leaned closer, sniffed. “But it’s much better. You’ll hardly notice it from ten, fifteen feet away. They probably have really strong disinfectant at the morgue,” Peabody said cheerfully. “You could wash up, and maybe they’ve got something for your clothes.”

“Just button it, Peabody.”

“Buttoning, sir.” Peabody scooted into the car and began her run on Leeanne Browning. “Professor Browning is fifty-six. Affiliated with Columbia for twenty-three years. Married, same-sex style, to Angela Brightstar, fifty-four. Upper West Side address. No criminal record. Also second residence, the Hamptons. One sib, brother, Upper East Side, also married, one child, son. Twenty-eight years of age. Parents still living, retired, with residences Upper East Side and Florida.”

“Run criminals on Brightstar and the family.”

“Brightstar’s got a little pop,” Peabody said after a moment.  “Illegals possession twelve years back. Personal stash of Exotica. Pled guilty, did three months community service. Brightstar is a freelance artist, with a studio in residence. Brother’s clean, so are the parents, but the nephew’s got two tags. One illegals possession at age twenty-three, and one assault last spring. His current residence is Boston.”

“He may be worth talking to. Bump him up on the list, and we’ll see if he’s been visiting our fair city. Get Professor Browning’s class schedule. I want to work her in today.”

In the morgue, Eve strode down the white corridor. Yeah, they used strong disinfectant, she thought. But you could never quite hide it. The business of the place snuck into all the cracks and crept into the air.

As directed, she found Rachel Howard already on a slab, and ME Morris working on her. He wore a long green cover over his lemon yellow suit. His hair was pulled into a trio of ponytails that waterfalled, one over the other down his back. And somehow didn’t look ridiculous spilling out from his protective cap.

Eve stepped up to the body. She could see Morris’s work, and she could see the cause of death. The autopsy wouldn’t have put the tiny, neat puncture through the skin and into the heart.

“What can you tell me?”

“That the toast will always fall jelly-side down.”

“I’ll put that in my file. The heart wound do the trick?”

“It did indeed. Very quick, very neat. A stiletto, an old-fashioned ice pick or similar weapon. He wanted no muss, no fuss.”

“He? Was she sexually assaulted?”

“Using he in the general sense. No sexual assault. A few minor bruises, which may have been caused during transport. No muss, no fuss,” he repeated. “He bandaged the wound. I’ve got traces of adhesive around it. A nice, neat circle. Probably NuSkin, which he removed when he was done. And this.” He turned Rachel’s hand, palm up. “Small round abrasion. Most likely from a pressure syringe.”

“She doesn’t look like the sort to pop illegals, and that’d  be a strange place to skin pop. He injected her with something. Tranq, maybe.”

“We’ll see when we get the tox screen. No violence to the body but for the puncture. There are, however, very mild ligatures at the wrists, at the left knee, on the right elbow. See here.”

He picked up a second pair of microgoggles.

“Restraints?” she asked as she took the goggles. “It’s a funny way to restrain someone.”

“We’ll discuss the fun and games of bondage another time. Take a look first.”

She fit on the goggles, bent over the body. She could see them now, the faint and thin lines that showed blue through the light.

“Wires of some kind,” Morris said. “Not rope.”

“To pose her. He used the wires to pose her. You can see the way the wire wrapped over one wrist, under the other. He folded her hands on her knee. Yeah, crossed her legs, wired her to the chair. You can’t see them in the photograph, but he’d have taken that out during imaging.”

She straightened, took one of the printouts from her bag. “This jibe for you with that theory?”

Morris pushed up his goggles, scanned the image. “The positioning works. So he takes pictures of the dead. That was a custom a couple of centuries ago, and it came back into fashion early this century.”

“What kind of custom?”

“To pose the dead in an attitude of peace, then take their picture. People kept them in books designed for the purpose.”

“It never fails to amaze me just how sick people are.”

“Oh, I don’t know. It was meant to comfort and remember.”

“Maybe he wants to remember her,” Eve mused, “but I think more, he wants to be remembered. I want her tox screen.”

“Soon, my pretty. Soon.”

“She didn’t fight, or wasn’t able to fight. So she knew him and trusted him, or she was incapacitated. Then he transported her to wherever he took this.” She slid the image back  in her bag. “She was either dead already, or he killed her there—I’m betting he did it there—bandaged her so she didn’t bleed through the shirt, then he posed her, took his shots. He transports her again and dumps her in a recycler across the street from where she worked.”

She began to pace. “So maybe her killer’s from the neighborhood. Somebody who sees her every day, develops an obsession. Not sexual, but an obsession. He takes pictures of her, follows her around. He comes into the store, and she doesn’t think anything of it. She’s friendly. Probably knows him by name. Either that or someone from college. Familiar face, trusted face. Maybe he offers her a ride home, or a ride to school. Either way, he’s got her.

“She knew his face,” she murmured, looking down at Rachel, “just as well as he knew hers.”

 

Mildly refreshed by a spin in the detox tube at the morgue, Eve pulled up at the curb in front of Professor Browning’s high-dollar building.

“I thought teachers got paid worse than cops,” she commented.

“I can do a standard run on her financials.”

Eve stepped out of the car, then cocked her head and her hip as the doorman rushed over.

“I’m afraid you can’t leave ... that here.”

“That is an official vehicle. This,” she added, flipping it out, “is a badge. Since I’m going in there, on police business, that stays out here.”

“There’s a parking facility very nearby. I’d be happy to direct you.”

“What you’re going to do is open the door, go inside with me, and inform Professor Browning that Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD, is here to speak with her. After that, you can come out here and direct people to Morocco for all I care. Clear?”

It appeared to be as he scuttled to the door, coded through security. “If Professor Browning was expecting you, I should’ve been informed.”

He was so prim and pompous about it Eve gave him a  fierce grin. “You know, I’ve got one just like you at home. Do you guys have a club?”

He merely sniffed, and danced his fingers over a keyboard. “It’s Monty, Professor. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a Lieutenant Dallas at the desk. She’d like clearance to come up. Yes, ma’am,” he said into his earpiece. “I’ve seen her identification. She is accompanied by a uniformed officer. Of course, Professor.”

He turned to Eve, lips so thin they could have sliced paper. “Professor Browning will see you. Please take the elevator to the fifteenth floor. You will be met.”

“Thanks, Monty. How come doormen always hate me?” she asked Peabody as they moved to the elevator.

“I think they sense your disdain, like pheromones. Of course, if you told them you were married to Roarke, they’d immediately fall to their knees and worship you.”

“I’d rather be feared and hated.” She stepped inside. “Fifteenth floor,” she ordered.




Chapter 3

The elevator opened on fifteen where a domestic droid was waiting. He had black hair slicked back over a round head, and a thin mustache over his top lip. He was dressed in a formal suit, the kind Eve had seen characters wear in some of Roarke’s old videos. It had a jacket with a short front and long tails at the back, and the shirt beneath looked stiff and impossibly white.

“Lieutenant Dallas, Officer,” he said in a fruity voice, heavy on the Brit. “Might I trouble you for identification?”

“Sure.” Eve pulled out her badge, watched a thin red line shoot through the droid’s eyes as he scanned it. “You’re top-line security?”

“I am a multifunction unit, Lieutenant.” With a slight bow, he offered the badge back to her. “Please follow me.”

He stepped back to let them exit the elevator. There was a kind of lobby, or entrance area with white marble floor tiles, glossy antiques topped with urns that were elegant with flowers.

There was a tall white statue of a nude woman, with her head tipped back and her hands in her hair as if she were washing it. There were artfully arranged flowers at her feet.

On the walls were framed images—photographic and  multi-media. Additional nudes, Eve noticed, that were more romantic than erotic. Lights of filmy draper and diffused light.

He opened another set of doors and bowed them into the apartment.

Though apartment, Eve mused, was a poor word for it. The living area was enormous, full of color and flowers and soft, soft fabrics. More art decorated the walls here as well.

She noted wide doorways right and left, another leading down the side of the room and calculated that Browning and Brightstar didn’t live on the fifteenth floor. They were the fifteenth floor.

“Please be seated,” the droid told them. “Professor Browning will be right with you. And might I offer you some refreshment?”

“We’re fine, thanks.”

“Family money,” Peabody said out of the side of her mouth when they were left alone. “Both of them, but Brightstar’s seriously loaded. Not Roarke loaded, but she can roll naked in it without worrying. Angela Brightstar’s the Brightstar of Brightstar Gallery on Madison. Swank artsy joint. I went to a showing there once with Charles.”

Eve stepped up to a painting that was slashes of color, lumps of texture. “How come people don’t paint houses or something? You know, stuff that’s real?”

“Reality is all perception.”

Leeanne Browning entered. You couldn’t say she came in, Eve thought. When a woman was a good six feet tall, lushly built, and draped in a glistening robe of silver, she entered.

Her hair was a long fall of sunlight to her waist, her face equally striking with its wide mouth and deeply indented top lip. Her long nose tipped up at the end, and her wide eyes were a vivid shade of purple.

Eve recognized her as the model for the white statue in the entrance area.

“Excuse my appearance.” She smiled in the way a woman smiled when she knew she made an impression. “I was posing for my companion. Why don’t we sit, have something  cool, and you can tell me what brings the police to my door.”

“You have a student. Rachel Howard?”

“I have a number of students.” She arranged herself on a poppy colored sofa, as cannily, Eve thought, as the art was arranged on the wall. And for the same purpose. Look at me, and admire. “But yes,” she continued, “I know Rachel. She’s the sort of student who is easily remembered. Such a bright young thing, and eager to learn. Though she’s only taking my course as a filler, she does good work.”

Her smile was lazy. “I hope she’s not in any trouble—though I must admit, I think it’s a pity if young girls don’t get in some trouble now and then.”

“She’s in a great deal of trouble, Professor Browning. She’s dead.”

The smile vanished as Leeanne pushed herself straight. “Dead? But how did this happen? She’s just a child. Was there an accident?”

“No. When did you see her last?”

“At class, last night. God, I can’t quite think.” She pressed her fingers to her temple. “Rodney! Rodney, bring us something ... something cold. I’m sorry, I’m so very sorry to hear this.”

The flirtation, the smug female arrogance was gone now. Her hand dropped into her lap, then lifted helplessly. “I can’t believe it. I honestly can’t believe it. You’re certain it’s Rachel Howard?”

“Yes. What was your relationship with her?”

“She was a student. I saw her once a week, and she attended a workshop I give the second Saturday of each month. I liked her. She was, as I said, bright and eager. A pretty young thing with her life ahead of her. The sort you see on campus year after year, but she was just a little brighter, just a bit more eager and appealing. God, this is horrible. Was it a mugging? A boyfriend?”

“Did she have a boyfriend?”

“I don’t know. I really didn’t know very much about her personal life. A young man picked her up after class once, I recall. She was often in a clutch of young people—she was the sort who was. But I did notice her with another boy on  campus a couple of times—that struck me because they looked so striking together. The Young American Hope. Thank you, Rodney,” she said as the droid set a tray with three glasses of frothy pink liquid on the table.

“Is there anything else, madam?”

“Yes, would you tell Ms. Brightstar I need her.”

“Of course.”

“Do you remember her mentioning anyone named Diego ?”

“No. Honestly, we were not confidantes. She was a student, one I noticed particularly because of her looks and her vitality. But I don’t know what she did outside of class.”

“Professor, can you tell me what you did last night, after class?”

There was a hesitation, and a sigh. “I suppose that’s the sort of thing you need to ask.” She picked up her glass. “I came straight home, so I’d have gotten here about nine-twenty. Angie and I had a late supper, talked about work. I had no classes today, so we stayed up until nearly one. We listened to music, we made love, we went to sleep. We didn’t get up this morning until after ten. Neither of us has been out today. It’s so bloody hot, and she’s working in the studio.”

She shifted, held out a hand as Angela Brightstar came into the room. She wore a blue smock that fell to mid-calf and was a rainbow of paint splotches. Her hair was a curling mass, the color of port wine, and currently bundled on top of her hair and anchored with a trailing scarf.

Her face was delicate, fine-boned with a pink, doll-like mouth and vague gray eyes. Her body seemed very small and lost inside the baggy smock.

“Angie, one of my students was killed.”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Angie took her hand, and despite the paint splotches, sat beside her. “Who was it? How did it happen?”

“A young girl, I’m sure I mentioned her to you. Rachel Howard.”

“I don’t know.
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