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         At last! The night was at hand. Hiding in plain sight, the watcher saw the head curator come into the lobby of the Museum of Antiquities.

         Anna Lundgren was tall, slender, redheaded; dressed more like a woman than he’d ever seen, in her clinging black evening sheath

         and black high heels. She paused to share a few words with the security guard, then scanned the room.

      


      She looked nervous. He wasn’t surprised. As her green eyes scraped over him, noticing but not noticing him, he saw the uneasiness

         there. It was supposed to be her night of triumph, and he thought she must be afraid that something would go wrong. She had

         absolutely no idea just how wrong it was going to go.

      


      He hugged the knowledge to himself, watching as she circulated among the early arrivals. Tonight was the big night, the private

         showing of the museum’s new visiting exhibit: Mysteries of the Maya. Museum benefactors and university officials were arriving steadily and beginning 

         to partake of the sumptuous hors d’oeuvres and open bar. Docents in dark green blazers with gold crests milled around, looking

         nervous in anticipation of their first public performance.

      


      Moving slowly, with apparent lack of direction, he eased himself steadily closer to Anna Lundgren. She was talking to Mike

         Armbruster, one of the museum’s board of directors.

      


      He got close enough to eavesdrop in time to hear Armbruster tell her, “Sammy Doe walked me through a little while ago.” Sammy

         was one of the student docents, a reliable, intelligent young man. “I’m impressed. You deserve every star in your crown tonight.

         Enjoy the triumph.”

      


      Anna looked delighted. A smile sparkled on her face. He savored her delight. It would accentuate her fall.


      “You ought to wear black more often,” Armbruster remarked as he turned away. “Brings out all the fire in your red hair.”


      Anna’s face fell, and the watcher figured she didn’t like the remark. It seemed to threaten her. Well, she didn’t know what

         threat was.

      


      Anna turned, her eyes grazing over him. A faint smile came to her mouth, acknowledging him, but the watcher knew she didn’t

         really see him. People rarely saw him clearly, unless he made a point of getting their attention, and he liked it that way.

         Carefully, he followed her across the increasingly crowded room.

      


      Several state senators and legislators graced the crowd now, as well as the high muckety-mucks from the university and museum.

         The watcher barely saw them. He wasn’t interested in them at all. They made an annoying 

         background buzz, a series of elegantly clad obstacles in his path.

      


      Anna’s hair made her easy to follow. The color of polished, new copper. She would make a beautiful sacrifice to end the curse,

         the watcher thought. Perfect. Exquisite. Fire to end fire. How appropriate.

      


      Elegant, too, he thought, as he continued to follow her, listening as she exchanged meaningless pleasantries with people she

         didn’t know. Gracious. They should only know her as he knew her. They’d never imagine her grubby with sweat and grime over

         the past months as they’d struggled to build the exhibit’s framework. They couldn’t imagine how she looked with her hair in

         her eyes as she unpacked the artifacts when they arrived, or the way she swore when she nicked a finger or made a mistake

         on a catalogue entry.

      


      But he knew. He’d been watching her for months, tucked away among the crews that had labored so mightily to bring vistas of

         the Yucatán to the museum. He saw a great deal to admire in her, much to respect. Otherwise, she would have been a poor sacrifice.

      


      The watcher was a smart man, though, and he knew he had to set things up in a way that would let her know what was happening, but conceal his part in it. Toward that end he was patient, and tonight would only start the ball

         rolling.

      


      He saw Anna try to slip past Reed Howell, a reporter from the Sentinel, but she didn’t make it. He snagged her, and looked at her with those opaque shark’s eyes of his. The watcher nodded; Howell

         was just another of his tools. He made sure he was close enough to overhear.

      


      “Hi, Anna,” Howell said. “Exciting night, yes?”


      

         

      


      “Very,” she agreed, smiling sweetly. The watcher knew she was faking it. “We’re all thrilled to see our dreams come to fruition.”

      


      But Howell was looking at Anna as if she were bait in the water. Good. It would begin.


      “I can imagine,” the reporter said pleasantly enough. He pulled a notebook and pen out of his pocket, but he didn’t write

         down what she’d already said. Instead he looked at her, his pen poised. “I was wondering how you feel professionally about

         hyping the Pocal Curse to increase public interest in this exhibit.”

      


      Her face stiffened, but the smile remained. “The Pocal Curse is part of the story of some of the items we’re exhibiting, Reed.

         I don’t have any qualms about exciting the public’s imagination. Times have changed; museums can no longer rely on dusty exhibits

         and neatly typed little cards. As I see it, we’re merely enhancing the educational process.”

      


      He nodded, and this time scribbled at least part of her remark on his pad. She waited with apparent patience, but the watcher

         could see she was dying to escape.

      


      Reed looked up from his notes. “That’s the standard explanation for this kind of showmanship,” he said.


      “Yes, and it’s a good one. We’d like to share these exciting artifacts and all this wonderful history with a broader audience.

         And that’s why we’re highlighting the curse in our promotional materials.”

      


      “And not to make money?”


      The watcher thought he detected tension in her face, as if she were holding in irritation. “Money? We’re a nonprofit organization.

         What we hope to get out of this is 

         enough public interest to pay the cost of the exhibit. If we do, we’ll be able to bring other exciting exhibits here.”

      


      “And you have no professional qualms about touting a curse. You don’t find it the least bit unscientific?”


      “What’s unscientific about it? We’re reporting a fact. It is part of Mayan lore that there is a curse on Pocal’s burial site.

         And we state quite clearly that it is folk legend that says there is a curse on the jade dagger.” She paused, taking a breath

         and visibly relaxing. “You will tour the exhibit tonight, won’t you? You can see for yourself how we’ve handled it, rather than take my word for it.”

      


      He smiled, but his eyes were still opaque. “I’ve seen how you handled it all right. Pictures on every local TV station showing

         how the staff unpacked some of the items without touching them, supposedly because of the curse. Pure hype. Great promo, though.”

      


      Her tone grew faintly defensive. “I’m not responsible for how the media choose to portray things.”


      “No.” Howell kept smiling. “Don’t you feel at least a personal qualm about hyping this curse?”

      


      Her smile slipped, and she looked dubiously at him. “I already told you how I feel. The curse is simply a tool to get attention.

         A little showmanship has to be part of the modern museum.”

      


      “I know, I know. But I’m talking about you, personally, not Anna Lundgren, curator. Don’t you feel at least a little trepidation

         or disgust about using the curse?”

      


      “Why should I?”


      “Because it killed your father sixteen years ago.”


      At that Anna clearly gave up all pretense of pleasantness. She took a quick step away, her face red and her 

         mouth tight. But it seemed her anger wouldn’t let her leave without having the last word.

      


      Pausing, she fixed him with an icy glare. “Stick to the facts, Reed. An earthquake killed my father.”

      


        Soon. The thought kept him going through the endless hour of cocktail-party banter. The watcher waited for Anna to go to her office,

         where he knew the index cards for her speech were waiting, but she kept right on smiling and talking to everyone who had come.

         It was her job, of course, to keep the money people happy, but the watcher was growing just a little impatient as the minutes

         ticked by.

      


      Finally, he settled near a hallway marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. That was when he realized he might have made a mistake.

      


      A small, odd-looking man wearing a dark, out-of-date suit with a polka-dotted burgundy bow tie, wandered over and stood on

         the other side of the hallway entrance, leaning back and folding his arms.

      


      The watcher observed him surreptitiously, wondering where this relic had come from. The man’s dark hair was slicked back,

         and his moustache, stiffened with wax, curled at the ends. It was an odd thing to see on someone who couldn’t be over forty,

         if that.

      


      Not only was the man odd-looking, but he didn’t fit the current crowd at all. In a room aswirl with evening gowns and tuxedos,

         he looked like a man who’d lost his way. Maybe he was some faculty member. The watcher had noticed that a surprising number

         of professors seemed to eschew fashion of any kind and take pride in dowdiness.

      


      It was then that the man, who seemed to feel the 

         watcher’s gaze on him, turned and looked at him. The watcher wanted to draw back, but forced himself to remain outwardly indifferent.

         Unlike most people, however, the little man’s gaze didn’t glide over him without seeing him. Instead those two dark eyes fixed

         on him, measured him, acknowledged him.

      


      “Quite a squeeze, isn’t it,” the little man said.


      “Uh, yes.”


      “This isn’t the kind of thing I ordinarily like to do.”


      The man seemed to expect some response and waited until the watcher gave it to him.


      “Why not?”


      The man shrugged. “Just not my cup of tea. Oh, I’d come to see the exhibit as a regular visitor, but these society splashes…

         Well, I wouldn’t be here except for my aunt. She wanted an escort.”

      


      The watcher nodded as if he understood, then looked out toward the crowd, pretending to have lost interest. He wondered if

         he should move away, then decided that was unnecessary. The silly little man didn’t know what he was thinking, and would have

         forgotten him five minutes after he left tonight.

      


      Where was Anna? For an instant he feared he’d lost sight of her, but then her copper-colored hair emerged from behind an extremely

         tall man, and she began to head toward the office. Good, she was coming to get her notes for her speech. And there she would

         find the gift he’d left for her.

      


      Anticipation filled him, drying his mouth and moistening his palms. This was it. Unfortunately, he thought with a sidelong

         glace at the little man, he wasn’t going to be 

         able to dart down the hallway and listen to her reaction. Not with that guy watching….

      


      Anna breezed past, glancing at neither of them. She was looking really nervous now. It was nearly time to give her speech.

         He’d heard her say several times over the last week that she hated to give speeches. The watcher enjoyed knowing that. He enjoyed knowing her every weakness, and figured over the next days

         he would learn many more of them.

      


      “Beautiful woman,” remarked the odd little man.


      The watcher nodded, then returned his attention to the gathering. Go away, he silently ordered his unwelcome companion.

      


      But just then, from down the hallway, he heard Anna’s cry. He hesitated, unwilling to dash back there when the man would notice.

         But then, strangely enough, he was rescued by his companion, who rushed down the hallway.

      


      As soon as the footsteps stopped, the watcher peered around the corner. The man was in Anna’s office, the way was clear. Soundless

         in his rubber-soled shoes, he made his way back there. Beside Anna’s office there was an alcove, meant to hold vending machines

         that had not yet been installed. It gave him a perfect cave from which to listen.

      


      “It’s nothing,” he heard her say. “I was just surprised.”


      “What is it?”


      “It’s nothing,” she said more firmly. “A joke.”


      A joke? The watcher didn’t want her to think it was a joke. It was meant to frighten her. Annoyance pricked him.


      “Is that a dagger?” the little man asked. “It must be old. From the exhibit?”


      

         

      


      “It’s a replica. I cried out because for an instant I thought it was the real one.”


      “Ahh.”


      Unfortunately, to the watcher it sounded as if the little man grew even more interested, not less.


      “It’s probably just a gift from someone,” Anna said firmly. “A memento. Or a joke. Here’s an envelope. I’m sure the card inside

         says who sent it.”

      


      “Don’t open it,” the stranger said sharply. “There might be prints on it.”


      The watcher smiled to himself. He had taken great care not to leave any fingerprints.


      “Prints?” Anna sounded startled. “Why would anyone be worried about that? Are you crazy?”


      “Oh. I forgot.” The little man paused, and there was a rustling sound. Pulling out his wallet? Opening his coat? “Clarence

         Tebbins, Tampa PD.”

      


      The watcher started a bit, and felt his heart slam. He hadn’t expected the police to get involved this soon.


      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Anna said a little sharply. “This isn’t a police matter. It’s just a… gift or a joke.”


      Unfortunately, the cop seemed to disagree. “You look pretty pale to me. My guess is that you don’t really think it’s that

         innocent.”

      


      “Look, I don’t have time for this. I have to give a speech.”


      A chair creaked. Tebbins sitting? Then the little man spoke again, ignoring Anna’s objection. “Do you have any idea who sent

         this?”

      


      “I could open the envelope,” Anna said acidly. “Or I could speculate that it’s a gag gift from the staff.”


      “Why a gag gift?”


      

         

      


      “Well, there’s supposedly a curse attached to the real dagger. Anyone who touches it will die a horrible death.”


      “I see. Not a very friendly joke,” Tebbins remarked after a moment.


      “Or possibly a juvenile one.” Tissue paper rustled. Was she handling the dagger or was he? Or was she just rewrapping it?


      Tebbins spoke. “You’re sure it’s a copy?”


      “Of course. The blade isn’t even real jade. It’s glass. And the handle appears to be electroplated. The carvings aren’t exactly

         the same. Someone worked hard on it, but not hard enough.” She said it emphatically. “I’m sure it’s nothing you need to worry

         yourself about, Officer.”

      


      “Detective,” he corrected her. “Well, if you’re going to insist on handling all the packing materials, you might as well open

         the envelope. But let me do it for you. No sense smudging more prints than we need to.”

      


      “I told you, it’s just a prank.”


      “Then the card will say so, yes?”


      Anna sighed audibly. “Be my guest.”


      “Do you have a letter opener?” he asked.


      There was the sound of a drawer opening, and the watcher knew she was pulling out the ivory-handled letter opener that was

         her family heirloom.

      


      “Lovely,” Tebbins remarked. There were some other sounds, too faint to make out. “There is no card—the envelope is empty,”

         he announced with the air of one who is smugly satisfied that he was correct.

      


      “Empty?” The watcher heard the doubt, and the faint undercurrent of fear in Anna’s voice. Most others wouldn’t have heard

         it, but he knew Anna well. The almost inaudible note of fear was there. Good. He hadn’t failed.

      


      

         

      


      “Generally,” Tebbins said, “when people intend no harm, they don’t hide.”


      “But this is harmless,” she said, still protesting the whole idea.

      


      “In and of itself,” he agreed.


      There was a silence. The watcher strained his ears, wondering if they might be whispering. But no, the way the hall echoed

         and amplified sounds, he would have been able to tell.

      


      “Well,” Anna said suddenly, her voice brisk, “I’ve got a speech to give. I just came in here to get my index cards.”


      “A moment,” Tebbins said.


      The tapping of her heels on the tile floor stopped and she said, “Are you always so persistent?”


      “Of course,” the cop answered, sounding surprised that anyone would doubt it. “I want to take the package and its contents

         to be examined.”

      


      The watcher’s heart stopped, and he had to grind his teeth to keep from crying out. This was not part of the plan.


      “But it’s nothing. A prank. There’s no evidence of anything criminal. Why do the police need to be involved?”


      “One never knows,” Tebbins said.


      “Sure,” said Anna, impatiently. “Take it. What harm could it do?”


      “Thank you. Can I leave it here until after the presentation?”


      “No problem. Let me lock up.”


      The watcher shrank backward into a small L at the rear of the alcove and listened to their footsteps fade away. He had time.

         He had time to rescue the dagger. But for long 

         moments he just stood, shaking and shaken, waiting for his strength to return. He could get the dagger. He would get it.

      


      Nothing could be allowed to interfere with his plan.

      


      Narrow jungle paths opened into nooks and crannies containing objects of stone and gold. Tangled vines cloaked a doorway,

            giving way to a vista of stone pyramids rising amidst vegetation, beneath a concealing canopy of trees. Later, a climb down

            into the depths of a pyramid, into a small, dark chamber where beautiful artifacts lay carefully arranged around an ornately

            carved stone sarcophagus. And always in the background, the distant call of exotic birds, even the rumble of faraway thunder…


      The exhibit was an unqualified success. As the guests emerged in groups at the end of the manufactured trail, they congratulated

         Anna and other museum personnel enthusiastically.

      


      The watcher nodded approval. Anna had worked hard on the exhibit, as hard as anyone. And it was a masterpiece. He himself had felt as if he were back in the jungles of the Yucatán, although the exhibit was not nearly

         as threatening. She deserved the kudos. He hoped she enjoyed them, since they would probably be her last.

      


      But at an opportune moment, while the crowd swirled and attention seemed to be focused on Anna, he slipped down the now-darkened

         hallway to her office. Weeks ago he had stolen a master key from the janitor and duplicated it, returning the original before

         the lazy janitor had even noticed it was missing. Now, as easily as he had earlier in the evening, he let himself into Anna’s

         office.

      


      It was dark, but not nearly as dark as the hallway. Light 

         filtered through the closed horizontal blinds from the parking lot outside. It was enough to see the replica dagger, the box

         and tissue in which it had come, and the gift-card envelope on which he’d typed Anna’s name. Slipping on gloves, he scooped

         them all up.

      


      The box and tissue were a problem, he realized. He couldn’t conceal them. Dropping them back on the desk, he tucked the dagger

         inside his slacks, slipping his hand into his pocket to hold it until he could find somewhere else to stash it until he needed

         it.

      


      Even through the fabric of his slacks, the glass blade felt warm to his hand. The original was a ceremonial dagger, about

         fourteen inches long, with a sharp jade blade and an ornately carved gold hilt. The Mayan king, Pocal, had probably worn it

         for important occasions. No one was certain if it had ever tasted blood, but the watcher thought it probably had.

      


      The thought gave him a thrill, and he clutched the dagger tighter, crumpling his slacks somewhat. No good, he reminded himself.

         It had to remain invisible.

      


      Sneaking farther down the hallway, he used the master key to get into a musty storage room and tuck the dagger into a file

         box. It needed to be concealed there for only a couple of hours. This would work.

      


      Then, slipping back down the hallway, he took up his post again. All that mattered, he reminded himself, was that he accomplish

         his mission. If the dagger were found… well, it wouldn’t be a total loss. It would just muddy the message a little. He could

         live with that.

      


      It was just a little kink, and if he couldn’t handle kinks, then what kind of a mastermind was he?


      The crowd began to thin out. He kept his gaze on 

         Anna’s coppery hair but didn’t follow her. It might become too obvious as the guests left. But when he saw her speaking to

         Reed Howell again, he eased his way over there. This he didn’t want to miss. The duel had begun.

      


      Even Reed Howell seemed to have mellowed, but the watcher put that down to the fact that the reporter had availed himself

         of some of the liquid refreshment.

      


      “Not bad, Anna,” Howell said. “Not bad at all. I’d pay the fourteen bucks to come see it. One thing though… those stairs down

         into the underground chamber. What about the disabled?”

      


      “There’s an elevator, Reed. Handicapped only.”


      He nodded, appearing satisfied. Just as the watcher thought he was going to move on and leave her unscathed, Howell said,

         “Someday you gotta tell me about the curse and how your father died.”

      


      Anna’s face deadened. “It’s a matter of public record, Reed. He died in an earthquake.”


      “Yeah, but the curse says…”


      She shook her head. “No. It wasn’t a curse. It was an earthquake. They happen all the time down there.”


      “But don’t you ever wonder?”


      “I’m a woman of science. I don’t believe in curses.”


      “Thanks,” he said, and strode away.


      Moments later, Anna turned to a nearby woman, and said, “Oh my God, I walked right into it.”


      Janine Mason, the art director, moved closer to Anna. “Uh-oh,” she said. “You shouldn’t have said that.”


      “I know. I know. But I can explain it.”


      “Sure.” Janine shook her head. “If anyone gives you the opportunity. Look, I’ll go chase the asshole down. Maybe I can clear

         up the problem.”

      


      

         

      


      “I should do that.”


      “Hell no. The guy’s a demon, and he wants to skewer you on his little red pitchfork. Let me.”


      Janine started to move away, then paused and leaned toward Anna. The watcher could barely hear her. “Who’s that little guy

         with the greasy hair and weird moustache? He keeps staring at you.”

      


      Anna glanced over. “Oh, don’t mind him. That’s Clarence Tebbins of the Tampa PD. He’s a Hercule Poirot wanna-be.”


      The watcher shifted his attention to the little man. A Hercule Poirot wanna-be? The idea tickled him, although he wasn’t sure

         why Anna had said that. This mission could be more fun than he’d thought.

      


      He shifted his attention to Janine, who had caught up with Reed Howell near the door. Damage control. He hoped it wouldn’t work. He’d spent plenty of time and effort to prime Reed’s pump so that Anna’s story would come out

         in the papers. He wanted the whole world to understand what had happened. And Reed Howell was his mouthpiece.

      


      It was time, though, to hide himself. He retreated to the musty storage room and sat in the pitch-dark, holding the dagger

         in his hands, fancying that the real one would glow in the dark, ever so faintly, with the power of the curse. He wished he

         could hear Anna’s reaction, or Tebbins’s, when they found the dagger was gone as mysteriously as it had appeared. The images

         that ran through his brain forced him to stifle a giggle of delight.

      


      Time passed slowly. He checked his Indiglo watch every few minutes, but 1 A.M. seemed to take a long time arriving.

      


      

         

      


      At last, though, he picked up the Thermos bottle he’d stashed there earlier, tucked the dagger safely away, and headed out

         to greet the curse’s first victim.

      


      “Hi, Eddy,” he said to the security guard at the front desk. “I brought you some coffee again. How ya doin’ tonight?”


   

      

         

      


      CHAPTER TWO
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         The phone dragged Gil Garcia out of sleep around nine-thirty. It sounded like a slothfully late hour, but considering he’d

         been working a murder scene until 3 A.M., it felt early to him.

      


      “What now?” he muttered at the telephone. Oh hell, the pager was going off, too. Next it would be his cell phone playing that

         damn cheery tune he’d never bothered to figure out how to turn off.

      


      “Want me to get it, Dad?” His fifteen-year-old daughter’s bright voice called through the door. What was she doing up? She

         was a teenager, for cripes sake, and she was on spring break besides. How could she possibly sound so chipper?

      


      “I’ll get it,” he groaned back, his voice raspy from sleep. The phone and pager beeped again, and the c-phone started playing

         a mad melody from the closet.

      


      “Okay,” Trina called back. “I’m making breakfast. Sausage, eggs, grits.”


      

         

      


      Oh, God, Gil thought, sitting up and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. She wanted something. Something she didn’t think he’d

         agree to.

      


      Then he grabbed the receiver, tucked it to his ear, and switched the pager off. “Garcia,” he grumbled.


      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” said the too-happy voice of Louise Obern. “They’re playing tag, and you’re it.”


      “Shit. Louise, I was out on a case until after three this morning.”


      “Sorry, big boy, but you’re all we got. DB near Sixth Avenue and Forty-third. Girlfriend came home this A.M., found the vic

         dead on the couch. Criminologists to arrive shortly. Uniforms are on the scene. They say it looks like an O.D. She says he

         never did drugs.”

      


      “Jesus.”


      “Hey, don’t blame me. I didn’t arrange for all the murders this week.”


      “Give me a few, will you? My daughter made me a special breakfast, so I at least need to make a quick run at it, and hear

         what it is she wants this time.”

      


      “Sounds heavy. I pity you. Take your time, you poor schmuck. The vic isn’t in a hurry, and the scene is secure.”


      That kind of sympathy he could do without, Gil thought. Rubbing his eyes again, he hung up the phone. Shower fast. Dress faster.

         Eat quickly. Say no. Soothe tears. Get back to work. Ah, the life of a homicide cop and part-time dad.

      


      The shower helped wake him, though, and by the time he emerged from his bedroom to the smells of a good breakfast, he figured

         a half gallon of coffee would finish the job.

      


      

         

      


      He was a tall, lean man, with the dark hair and eyes of his Hispanic heritage. He also had a great smile, one which he wasn’t

         ashamed to use to his advantage in his work. But basically he thought of himself as totally ordinary.

      


      Trina, however, was a lovely, blossoming dark-haired beauty who was already attracting too much male attention. This morning

         she was wearing a frilly apron he’d never seen before as she stood at the stove stirring the grits in the pot. Homemade-from-scratch

         grits. Man, she knew the way to his heart.

      


      “Morning, Dad.”


      “Morning, honey.” He dropped a peck on her smooth cheek, then pulled out a chair at the breakfast table. “I’m afraid I’ve

         got to run. There’s been another murder. Just time to eat.”

      


      “That’s okay,” she said brightly. A moment later she was filling a plate for him with eggs, sausage patties, and a heaping

         mound of buttery grits.

      


      “Where on earth did you find the grits?” he asked. His cupboard held only the instant variety.


      She shrugged. “I went by the grocery store yesterday and used some of my allowance. They’re better this way.”


      He smiled at her. “I couldn’t agree more.” Then he tucked in, wondering how long he’d have to wait for the other shoe to drop.


      “Oh,” Trina said suddenly, just as she was about to join him, “I forgot to bring in the newspaper.”


      “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. I won’t have time to read it this morning.” He glanced pointedly at his watch. “Gotta run

         in a couple of minutes.” He waited, but still 

         she said nothing. “This is a fabulous breakfast, honey. Thanks so much for making it. How come you went to all this trouble?”

      


      He glanced up in time to see her bite her lip, and he found himself mentally ordering her to just tell him what was going

         on.

      


      “Oh…” she said after a moment, “I just felt like doing something nice.”


      Shit. It was more than wanting to go to the beach with her boyfriend… of whom he didn’t completely approve. A thought suddenly

         grabbed him by the throat. She couldn’t be pregnant, could she? Oh, God…

      


      But she didn’t say any more, and he couldn’t exactly press her without making her angry by implying that he thought the breakfast

         was a ploy. Even if it was. Time had taught him such a conversation would go nowhere.

      


      Finally, he asked, “What are your plans for the day?”


      Her eyes shifted in a way that made him feel even more uneasy. “I’m just going to hang out.”


      “With your boyfriend?”


      “I don’t know. I was thinking about meeting Sally at the mall.”


      He hoped. But he couldn’t be sure. Damn it. In fact, it sounded entirely too innocent. “Do you have bus fare?”


      She smiled. “Sure. Don’t worry about me.”


      The problem was, he worried entirely too much, even though she was only with him on school breaks and holidays, and alternate

         weekends. His ex-wife doled out time with Trina according to her convenience. He was well aware that if he upset Trina too

         much, she might complain to her mother, and thus not come stay with him for the summer.

      


      

         

      


      On the other hand…


      He was still thinking about the other hand when he walked through the humid air to his car. It was going to be a hot one.

         There was a certain feeling in the air that warned him. Not that he much cared. He’d lived in Florida all his life, and heat

         didn’t scare him.

      


      It just wilted him a little.


      Unfortunately, just as he was opening his car door, Zoe Fenster, also known as “the widow next door,” came trotting over.

         This morning she wore a fuchsia muumuu and flip-flops, but she’d managed to comb her ash gray hair and put on her lipstick

         before she attacked. Worse, she was bearing a plastic-wrap-covered plate.

      


      “I just made you some cookies, Gil,” she trilled.


      He was already drowning in her baked goods, most of which were less than stellar. “Thanks, Zoe,” he said, in his official

         voice. “Just give them to Trina, will you? I’ve got to get to a murder scene.”

      


      She looked suitably impressed, thank God, and merely nodded without looking crushed. Standing there like a lost bird of paradise,

         she waved after him as he backed out of the driveway and headed down the quiet, tree-lined street.

      


      Good escape. He mentally patted himself on the back, but stopped as soon as he remembered Trina. There was trouble brewing

         there, and he didn’t really know what to do about it. And there was nothing in the world like a teenager to make a parent

         feel like an utterly incompetent idiot.

      


      The scene was taped off, the requisite neighborhood gawkers had appeared, and the crime-scene van was just 

         jockeying into position. Gil pulled in behind a patrol car and found himself wishing that his partner, Seamus Rourke, wasn’t

         on vacation. He could have used some of the nonsensical patter he and Seamus used to get through these scenes.

      


      Oh well.


      He climbed out of the car and pushed everything out of his head except his concern with the job. The always unpleasant job

         of examining a possible murder scene. Of course this one shouldn’t be too bad, unless the vic hadn’t been discovered quickly.

      


      He nodded to the uniforms who were keeping an eye on things outside, two guys he didn’t know very well. A heavy young woman

         sat in the backseat of one of the patrol cars, her eyes red and puffy. Probably the girlfriend. But first things first.

      


      He stepped into the house and found Frank Delgado just inside the door. He knew Frank from way back and trusted his judgment.

         Right now he was just making sure nobody muddied the scene. He’d even already arranged for a taped-off pathway, to confine

         walk-throughs to a limited area until the criminologists finished. Good man.

      


      “How’s it going, Frank?”


      “Another day, another dollar.” Frank’s stock reply. He was a short man, his belly stretching his white uniform shirt more

         and more as he approached fifty. Lately his favorite topic of conversation was retirement. But other than his sun-lined face

         and salt-and-pepper hair, Frank was still a young man. If he retired, it would be for mental reasons, not physical ones.

      


      “And another O.D. they tell me.”


      “Looks like it.” Frank stabbed a stubby finger toward 

         the couch. “Went out as peaceful as a baby. I should be so lucky.”

      


      Gil took in the scene, a fit young man lying sprawled on the couch, wearing a T-shirt and briefs. Around him lay scattered

         the detritus of a drug user. The needle lay on the floor as if it had fallen from his right hand, which drooped over the edge.

         A belt was looped around his upper left arm, a makeshift tourniquet. On the coffee table were a guttered candle in a brass

         holder, a spoon, and a bag of white powder. What a fucking waste.

      


      “Pretty obvious,” Frank remarked. “No rigor yet, so it must have happened in the wee hours.”


      “Log me in, Frank. I want to take a closer look.”


      Everyone who entered a potential crime scene was logged in so that anything they left behind unintentionally, from fingerprints

         to stray hairs, could be ruled out as evidence.

      


      The first thing he did was scan the carpet. Vacuumed frequently, but not recently enough to tell anything. Footprints were

         all over it. Making his way across the living room, he bent down to peer at the man’s left arm. A drop of congealed blood

         clearly marked the needle site at the vein.

      


      “Told ya,” Frank said.


      “Maybe.”


      “What do you mean, maybe?”


      “Well, there’s only one fresh needle track.” Gil turned a little and checked the other arm. “More tracks on the right arm, but they’re old, and there’s

         only a few. Like he’s maybe had blood tests a couple of times.”

      


      “So maybe he’s an occasional user.”


      

         

      


      “Possible. It wouldn’t be the first time somebody’s checked out on the first try.”


      But he looked at the man’s left arm again and was troubled. The setup looked experienced. The arm didn’t show any practice

         jabs, the kind you often saw when somebody wanted to test how it felt before doing the whole thing. Very skilled. And why

         were the rest of the needle marks, as old as they were, on the right arm?

      


      He straightened. “Was he right-handed or left-handed?”


      “I don’t know. I don’t think anybody asked.”


      “Okay. I’m gonna walk through the rest of the house.”


      “Nothin’ to see. The guy came home, jabbed himself, and died. Plain and simple.”


      It should only be so easy, Gil thought as he wandered through the rest of the tiny house. Two bedrooms, one turned into a

         study or office with two messy desks and stacks of textbooks. The guy was either a student or a teacher. Same with the girlfriend,

         he’d bet.

      


      The bedroom showed only a freshly made bed. So, whenever he’d decided to juice up last night, he hadn’t slept first. All-night

         worker, maybe?

      


      The kitchen was a little messier. Dishes in the sink, holding the remains of a fast-food burger and cereal. A coffeemaker,

         nearly empty, turned off. And a pan on the floor. Judging by its location, the girl had knocked it down when she’d reached

         for the phone to call 9–1-1. No sign anywhere of a real disturbance.

      


      Put a fork in it, Gil, he told himself. It’s done.


      But he wasn’t really sure of that. He stepped out just as the crime-scene team came up the walk with their boxes, cameras,

         and vacuums.

      


      

         

      


      “Be extra careful,” he told them, knowing how they’d brush over things if they thought the case was self-evident and no trial

         was going to be involved. “It’s not as simple as it looks.”

      


      “Sure,” Henry Beaudry replied. “Not an O.D.?”


      Gil shrugged. “Something isn’t right.”


      “Gotcha. We’re on it.”


      He trusted Beaudry.


      The woman was still sitting in the back of the cruiser, crying again. This was the part Gil hated most of all, but there was

         no way around it. He needed information only this woman could provide, and he couldn’t wait for her memory to cloud.

      


      He opened the door of the car and squatted. “Hi,” he said gently. “I’m Detective Gil Garcia.”


      A pretty young woman with wavy chestnut hair and brown eyes sat hunched on the seat. Even though she was heavy, youth helped

         her carry the extra weight beautifully. She dashed a hand over her eyes and glared at him. “He didn’t do drugs. Eddy never touched the stuff. He said it was stupid.”

      


      “I believe you.”


      “You’re just saying that.”


      “No, I’m serious. But you’re going to have to help me figure it all out. You need to tell me everything you can so I can find

         out what happened.”

      


      “I know what happened,” she wailed. “Somebody killed him!”


      She dissolved into sobs, and Gil straightened, leaning against the side of the car while he waited for her to calm down. The

         day was growing warmer by the minute, and he began to think of chucking his jacket. The two uniforms 

         had retreated to the shade of an old oak tree, but he wasn’t so lucky. The car sat in the sun, and he stood there with it,

         waiting.

      


      His thoughts flitted back to Trina, and he wondered what the hell was going on with her. With each passing day, his daughter

         was turning into a bigger mystery to him. She had thoughts and dreams behind her snapping dark eyes that were shut off to

         him. He found himself wishing she were seven again, and every thought in her head would come tumbling out on her next breath.

         Perhaps because he wasn’t with her all the time, this growing wall between them seemed ominous to him.

      


      He told himself it was natural for a teenager to behave this way. Of course she would want a more private life now. But he

         couldn’t help thinking of all the dangers she could get into, especially since he was a cop and intimately acquainted with

         all the possibilities.

      


      His ex had used to complain about that. That he thought too much, worried too much, that he couldn’t live a normal life because

         he spent too much time in the underbelly of society. Maybe she’d been right. Certainly she didn’t seem to be worried about Trina.

      


      The sobs coming from the car were beginning to slow down, and he leaned over to look in at the woman. “How are you doing?”


      She nodded and dashed more tears away. “I’m sorry.”


      Gil squatted again so he was nearly at her eye level. “It’s okay. You’ve had a terrible shock and a terrible loss. But I need

         to talk to you to find out what really happened. And the sooner we talk, the better.”

      


      She nodded again and sniffled once more.


      

         

      


      “I’ll just ask you a few questions now, okay? We can talk more at the station later. At least it’s air-conditioned.”


      A bleary smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “You look awful hot.”


      “Nah, I’m used to it.” Liar. Nobody got used to this, dressed the way he was dressed. It was T-shirt and shorts weather. He pulled a pad and pen from

         his pocket.

      


      “What’s your name?”


      “Carole Efrem.” She spelled it for him.


      “And your boyfriend?”


      She squeezed her eyes shut and her mouth trembled. After a moment, she quavered, “Eddy Malacek.”


      “Was Eddy right-handed or left-handed?”


      Her eyes popped open. “What difference does it make? He was left-handed though.”


      Gil made a note of that, keeping his outward cool as inwardly a nervous twitch started in his stomach. He recognized the feeling.

         The hunt was on. “And you say Eddy never did drugs?”

      


      “Never, not ever. Jeez, I tried them a couple of times. Everybody does. It’s no big deal. But Eddy didn’t even want to hear

         about the stuff. He said it was a waste of time and money, and dangerous besides.”

      


      “Did he have any friends who used drugs?”


      “Not around Eddy. At least as far as I know.” She turned her face toward him, tears hanging on her lower lashes. “Eddy was

         a dweeb. He liked to hang out with a local Star Trek group all dressed up like Mr. Spock. A Vulcan wouldn’t use drugs.”

      


      “Of course not.” He knew something of the mythology, having been a bit of a fan back in high school. However,

          that argument wouldn’t stand up in court. “What else did he like to do?”

      


      “Oh, he loved to play Dungeons & Dragons with some people who meet on Saturdays at a hobby shop over in Tampa. And sometimes he played Warhammer.”

      


      An escapist, Gil thought. That might fit in with drug use. Or not. Eddy, after all, was relatively young. “Later,” he said

         gently, “I’ll need all the details about who he hung out with, okay?”

      


      “Sure. But I don’t think any of them would… would… kill him!” The last words came out on a wail, and he waited for her to settle down again.

      


      “Probably not,” he said to soothe her. “But they might know about some people you don’t know about.”


      She nodded and wiped away her tears with her hands. “He’s a sweet guy. Nobody’d want to hurt him.”


      “What did he do?”


      “He’s a student, and he works nights as a security guard on campus. Just two or three nights a week.”


      Gil scribbled some more down. “Which campus?”


      “USF.”


      “Okay. And you were away last night?”


      “I was away for two days.” She sniffled. “I went to see my dad. He lives in Melbourne. Anyway, I left way early so I could

         be here when Eddy got home this morning. He gets off at 8 A.M., you know?”

      


      He nodded encouragingly.


      “But I was late and I got here at nine and there … there he was… and I couldn’t wake him up….”


      Gil patted her shoulder as she started sobbing again, then straightened and signaled to one of the uniforms. Some new guy

         he’d seen around a couple of times.

      


      

         

      


      R. Ortiz. Ramon. Yeah.


      “Hey, Ramon, could you see that Ms. Efrem gets down to the station? I need to talk to her more, and we might as well be comfortable.

         And get her someone to sit with her, will you? This is rough.”

      


      “Sure,” Ortiz said readily enough.


      Gil leaned down to Carole Efrem again. “If you have any family or a friend you want to be with you, tell Officer Ortiz here.

         He’ll help you call them, okay?”

      


      Carole reached out and grabbed Gil’s hand. “He didn’t kill himself. He didn’t.”


      “I believe you.” And he did. Because no left-handed person was going to use his right hand to stick a needle into his left

         arm. No fucking way.

      


      Looking back at the house he could almost hear his absent partner say, “What foul deed’s afoot?”


      “Verily,” he heard himself mutter in response, “I haven’t a goddamn clue.”


   

      

         

      


      CHAPTER THREE


      [image: image]


      

         Anna awoke late, feeling almost as good as she had in childhood, waking on the first day of summer vacation. Stretching luxuriously,

         she loved the way her muscles felt, the way the smooth percale sheet touched her skin. It was great to be alive.

      


      Last night’s success had left her glowing. Her first exhibit as head curator, and it had been a smashing success. At least

         as far as the benefactors were concerned. The next months might tell a different story.

      


      But she didn’t want to think about that now, didn’t want to think about the financial risk the museum was taking with this

         expensive visiting exhibit. She’d suggested it, yes, but the board of directors had conducted long studies into the feasibility,

         and had concluded the show would at the very least break even.

      


      But who would remember that if it didn’t?


      She brushed the troubling thought aside and savored 

         the memory of all the congratulations she had received last night. It had been good.

      


      Sitting up, she hugged her knees tightly and grinned into the dim bedroom. A few pale streamers of sunlight found their way

         around the wood blinds like a blessing.

      


      Thirty-two and her first major triumph. Until a few months ago, as an assistant curator, she’d been little more than a gofer,

         handling the minutiae of the museum’s permanent exhibit.

      


      The Museum of Antiquities had been founded by a university professor who had discovered a sunken Spanish treasure ship off

         of Key West. Professor Veronica Coleridge, who was an independently wealthy archaeologist, had endowed the museum as part

         of the university, providing a trust fund sufficient to construct the building in which it was now housed. She had also provided

         all the original artifacts from her discoveries. Other benefactors had joined the rolls over the past few years, since the

         founding, and two years ago they had moved into their new home on land provided by the university.

      


      As items were brought to the surface and cleaned, they were shipped to the new museum for storage or display. Anna had handled

         a lot of the cataloging and arranging, and had even once managed to break through the density of her predecessor by suggesting

         a major display to show visitors just what was involved in the discovery of these artifacts.

      


      The additions she had suggested had been so successful that, when her boss retired, the board had without hesitation made

         her head curator. Which meant she was in charge of all the exhibits. And now there were two.

      


      But only temporarily. And today another shipment was 

         coming in from Key West, so she’d probably spend her day overseeing the unpacking and cataloging. But that was okay. The Pocal

         exhibit wouldn’t need her constant oversight anymore. It was up, it was running, and it was fantastic.

      


      Now she needed to focus on the permanent exhibit, and come up with ways to bring the same magic to it. Excitement bubbled

         inside her as she considered some of the possibilities. For now she could dream. Later, when she went to work, she’d face

         the reality, which was that making any of these changes would be a lengthy process, starting with persuading the board of

         directors. But now was the time to start pressing, while they were all glowing about their success.

      


      For a few moments her hand hovered over the telephone as she thought about calling her identical twin sister Nancy to share

         the good news. Nancy lived out in Austin, working as a computer geek for some high-tech company. She was weird, but she was

         also wonderful, and the two of them could share their deepest secrets, and their greatest joys.

      


      After their father’s death in the earthquake when they were sixteen, their mother’s twin sister had moved in with them to

         help out, a situation which had only added to the craziness level around the house. Nancy, who took after their mother and

         aunt, had thrived in the atmosphere. Anna, who had more of her father’s serious nature, had grown more serious in compensation.

         Not that it mattered; there had been a level of warmth and affection in the household that nothing could dim.

      


      But… no, she shouldn’t call. Nancy would already be at work, and it was getting time for Anna to leave, too. 

         Tonight they could talk longer, unfettered by time restraints and bosses.

      


      When she arrived at the museum an hour later, she was pleased to see visitors entering in a small stream. The morning papers

         must have published a good review of the exhibit. Part of her wondered what Reed Howell had said—he was good at making jabs—but

         the rest of her didn’t want to know. This was a time to savor. She’d worry about critics later.

      


      Inside, the lobby was busier than usual, and up a flight of steps to the mezzanine she could see a group waiting for the next

         screening of the introductory film. The seats were about half-full, pretty good for a Wednesday morning. Over the next few

         months would come the busloads of schoolchildren, and the private organizations that had made reservations, but she was most

         interested in the walk-ins. Only time would tell if this level of interest would remain steady or grow.

      


      Humming quietly under her breath, she waved to other museum employees as she passed them and made her way to her office. Her

         door was open, but that didn’t surprise her. Her assistant, a tiny dark-haired student name Vicki Leong, usually arrived just

         before her and opened it. As usual, the mail was sitting on her desk, envelopes neatly sliced open. Unexpectedly, however,

         there was a large, colorful flower arrangement beside it.

      


      But what hit her, as she stepped through her doorway, wasn’t the mail or the flowers; it was the memory of the dagger she

         had found last night and how it had disappeared sometime during the evening.

      


      Then she had dismissed it as a poor joke, and put the whole thing from her mind, easy enough to do when she 

         was as busy as she’d been, and as high on success. But with the bright morning light pouring through the slats of her blinds,

         she found it wasn’t as easy to shrug off.
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