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Time shall unfold what plaited cunning hides: Who cover faults, at last shame them derides.
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1


Dr. Kent Abner began the day of his death comfortable and content.


Following the habit of his day off, he kissed his husband of thirty-seven years off to work, then settled down in his robe with another cup of coffee, a crossword challenge on his PPC, and Mozart’s The Magic Flute on his entertainment unit.


His plans for later included a run through Hudson River Park, as April 2061 proved balmy and blooming. After, he could hit the gym and some weights, grab a shower, have a bite in the café.


On the way home, he thought he’d pick up fresh flowers, wander through the market, and get the olives Martin so enjoyed, maybe a nice selection of cheeses. Then he’d meander to the bakery for a baguette and whatever else appealed.


When Martin came home, they’d open a bottle of wine, sit and talk and have some bread and cheese. He’d leave the choice of eat in or eat out to Martin, with, hopefully, a romantic ending to the day—if Martin wasn’t worn out.


They often joked Kent as a pediatrician handled the adorable babies and charming kids, while Martin as headmaster for a K–12 private academy juggled charming kids with hormonal and broody teens.


Still, it worked for them, Kent thought as he filled in 21-Down.


Toxic.


He spent an entertaining hour with the puzzle, tidied up the kitchen while music filled the air of their townhome in the West Village.


Kent changed into his running clothes, added a light hoodie. He packed his gym bag, deciding he’d drop it off in his locker before his run.


As he zipped it, the doorbell rang.


Humming to himself, he carried his bag out to the living room, set it on the coral sofa he and Martin had chosen when they’d redecorated six months before.


Out of habit, he checked the door monitor, saw the delivery girl he recognized with a small package.


He disengaged the locks, opened the door.


“Good morning!”


“Morning, Dr. Abner. Got a package for you.”


“So I see. You just caught me.” He took the package, offered her a smile as the Queen of the Night’s vengeful second-act aria poured out to Bedford Street. “Beautiful day!”


“It sure is. You have a good one,” she added before she walked down the steps to the sidewalk.


“You, too.”


Kent closed the door, studying the package as he carried it back to the kitchen. Since it was addressed to him, he opened the drawer for the box cutter. The return label had a Midtown address and a shop name—All That Glitters—he didn’t recognize.


A gift? he wondered as he cut the box.


Inside the box, under the packing, another box. Small, simple, he thought, smooth, dark faux wood closed with a small lock, the key attached with a thin chain.


Baffled, he set it down, unlocked the clasp.


Inside the box, nestled in thick black padding, sat a small—undeniably cheap—golden egg, closed tight with a tiny hook.


“All That Glitters,” he muttered, flipped the hook. The lid stuck a bit as he started to lift it. He gave it a harder tug.


He didn’t see the vapor, didn’t taste it. But he felt the effects instantly as his throat seemed to snap shut, his lungs clog. His eyes burned, and his well-toned muscles began to tremble.


The egg dropped from his fingers as he stumbled blindly toward the window. Air, he needed air. He tripped, fell, tried to crawl away. His system revolted, expelling the light breakfast he’d had with his husband. Fighting through the tearing pain, he tried to drag himself across the floor.


He collapsed, convulsing as Mozart’s Queen hit high F.


On a bright spring afternoon, Lieutenant Eve Dallas stood over the body of Dr. Kent Abner. That late-afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows he’d failed to open, spilled over the pools of body fluids, the shards of broken plastic.


The victim lay faceup—though the contusions on his forehead, temple indicated to her he’d fallen face-first. His eyes, red, swollen, with the film death had painted over them, stared back at her.


She could see, clearly, the smears feet, hands, knees had swiped through expelled body fluids. Footprints outlined with blood, bile, puke tracked the kitchen floor.


Her crime scene, she thought, had been shot to shit.


“Let’s hear it, Officer Ponce,” she said to the first on scene.


“The vic’s Kent Abner, a doctor, lives here with his husband. Had the day off. Husband—that’s another doctor, but the Ph.D. type, Martin Rufty—comes home from work—headmaster at Theresa A. Gold Academy—at approximately sixteen hundred. Sees the body. He walked right in the body fluids, Lieutenant, turned the body over, actually tried to revive him before he called the MTs.”


The uniform, a burly vet, shook his head at the scene. “Then they come in, and we’ve got them all over it before we’re called in. Did what we could to secure it at that point. Vic’s been gone for hours. MTs said he was cold and stiff. And how it looked like some kind of chemical poisoning.”


“Where’s the spouse?”


“We got him upstairs. My partner’s with him. He’s a mess.”


“Okay. Stand by.” Eve turned to her partner.


“Peabody, I’ll take the body. Find the security feed, take a look.”


“Got that.” In her pink cowboy boots, Peabody stepped carefully as Eve opened her field kit, crouched down.


She’d already sealed up, turned on her recorder, and now took out her Identi-pad to verify the victim’s ID.


“Victim is identified as Kent Abner of this address, age sixty-seven. Contusions and lacerations on the forehead, left temple, also on left knee. They look consistent with a fall. Got some burns on the thumbs, both hands. The body’s in rigor. The eyes are red, swollen.”


Carefully, she opened the victim’s mouth. “So’s the tongue. Looks like . . . bits of foam and saliva, vomit. Blood and mucus, dried now, from the nose.”


She took out her gauges. “TOD, nine-forty-three. Peabody! Run the feed back to this morning. Check when the spouse left, if anyone came in after that.”


“I’ve got a male—tweed jacket—mid-sixties, about six-three, one-eighty, carrying the briefcase on the floor in there, coming in a couple minutes after four. Uses a swipe and code. And he’s letting the MTs in at sixteen-ten. Two uniforms arrive at sixteen-sixteen.”


Peabody, her dark hair in a short, bouncy tail, peeked around a door. “I’ll run it back.”


Eve continued with the body. “No defensive or offensive wounds. Head and knee—possible blow, but more consistent with a fall. He’s a well-built man, looks strong. He would’ve fought back if fighting back was an option. Did he eat something, drink something . . . ?”


“Same male—has to be the spouse—walking out at oh-seven-twenty. No activity prior. And . . . we’ve got a female in a Global Post and Packages uniform. She’s ringing it at oh-nine-thirty-six. Vic answers—friendly, like they know each other. He takes the package in; she leaves.”


Eve rose, walked to the counter. “Standard delivery box? Say, ten inches square?”


“That’s the one. I’m zipping through—nothing after the delivery and before the spouse comes back.”


Peabody stepped out.


“Box cutter’s right here. He’s dead seven minutes after he takes the package. He brings it in here,” Eve said. “Opens it. Takes out this other box—cheap fake wood, little lock and key. Opens that. We’ve got broken bits of colored material and shards—shiny gold color maybe on the outside, white interior—on the floor. Maybe hard plastic. Something in the box. Open that and . . .


“Fuck.” She stepped back. “Call the hazmat unit.”


“Oh, shit.”


“The spouse isn’t dead, or the MTs, or the first on scene. Whatever it was must be dissipated enough, but call them in, let them know we have an unknown toxic substance.”


Eve eased around, read the return address on the box.


“All That Glitters.” She ran it. “Bogus name and address on the shipping box.”


“They’re on their way,” Peabody reported, “and advise us to evacuate the premises.”


“Too late for that. Seven minutes, Peabody. Subtract the couple minutes to walk back here, get the box cutter, open everything. He was basically dead when he opened the box over seven hours ago.” And still, she thought. “Get Uniform Carmichael and Officer Shelby over to Global Post and Packages, find out where this package was dropped off for shipping, who signed it in, if there’s any security feed. Then contact the morgue team, and tell them we may have a hot one.”


“Dallas, you touched him—”


“I was sealed,” Eve reminded her. “His spouse, the MTs touched him, too. Whatever killed him, it’s done its work. It’s finished.”


She stood a moment, a tall, lanky woman with a choppy cap of brown hair, brown cop’s eyes, wearing a bronze leather jacket, good brown boots.


Basic precautions, she told herself.


“I’m going to scrub up, just to cover protocol. When I have, we’ll talk to the spouse. We’re going to want whatever he was wearing when he touched the vic bagged for the hazmat team.”


She grabbed her field kit, started off to find a powder room or bathroom. “Contact the shipping company first. We need to talk to the delivery person.”


Going to be late, she thought as she used the scrub in her kit in a stylish powder room with maroon walls.


According to the Marriage Rules—self-written and -enforced—she needed to let her own spouse know. Roarke understood the job’s screwy hours, but you had to follow the rules.


Peabody stepped up to the door. “Carmichael and Shelby are on their way to GP&P, and I have the name of the delivery person for this route. Lydia Merchant. She clocked out at her usual time, but I have contact info on her.”


“Let’s run her in the meantime. Seems long odds she’d make the delivery if she decided to poison a customer, but people can be stupid.”


Eve waited for the special team, tolerated the scan to make certain she hadn’t contracted some toxicity from the body—wanted to balk when the lead tech insisted on drawing some blood to test on the spot. But figured not only better safe than sorry, but quicker to deal with it and move on.


Cleared, she and Peabody headed upstairs to talk to the spouse.


“Lydia Merchant, age twenty-seven,” Peabody began on the walk upstairs. “Employed by GP&P for six years. Clean employment record, clear on criminal.”


“We talk to her anyway.”


Rufty’s clothes had already been bagged and sealed. In gray sweatpants and a navy sweatshirt with TAG in gold across the chest, he sat, shocked and grieving, on a curvy love seat in a sitting area of a bedroom done in rusty reds and old gold.


He had a neat brown goatee streaked with blond to match a shaggy mop of hair. A tall, gangly man, he had a long, thin face, dark, currently watery brown eyes.


He wore, as the victim did, a white gold band on the third finger of his left hand. And his hands stayed clutched together as if they alone kept him from shattering into pieces.


Eve signaled to the uniform who sat with him.


“Start the canvass with your partner. Anyone who saw anything, I hear about it. If you touched the body or anything in or around the crime scene, the hazmat unit needs to clear you.”


“Yes, sir.” He glanced back at Rufty. “He wants to call their kids, but I’ve held him off. He for sure touched the body, sir.”


“We’ll get to that. Take the bagged clothes down with you, give them to hazmat. Have one of them come up to scan and clear him.”


She moved to Rufty, sat on the deep red chair facing him. “Dr. Rufty, I’m Lieutenant Dallas. This is Detective Peabody. We’re very sorry for your loss.”


“I—I need to talk to the kids. Our children. I need—”


“We’ll let you do that very soon. I know this is a difficult time for you, but we need to ask you some questions.”


“I—I came home. I called out: ‘Jesus, Kent, what a day. Let’s have a really big drink.’ ” He covered his long, thin face with his long, thin hands. “And I walked back to the kitchen, and—Kent. Kent. He was on the floor. He was . . . I tried to . . . I couldn’t. He was . . .”


Peabody leaned over, took his hand in hers. “We’re very sorry, Dr. Rufty. There was nothing you could do.”


“But . . .” He turned to her, and the look, Eve thought, said: Help me. Explain. Make it stop.


“I don’t understand. He’s so healthy. He’s always nagging me to exercise more, eat better. He’s so fit and strong. I don’t understand. He was going for a run this morning. He always goes for a run on his day off, and on his lunch hour if he can squeeze it in during office hours. He was going to finish the crossword and go for a run.”


“Dr. Rufty.” Eve waited until those shattered brown eyes focused on her. “Were you expecting a package today? A delivery?”


“I—I don’t know. I can’t think of anything.”


“Have you ever ordered from an outlet called All That Glitters?”


“I don’t think so.”


“You get deliveries from Global Post and Packages?”


“Yes. Yes, Lydia delivers. But I . . .” He pressed a hand to his temple. “I don’t think we ordered anything. I don’t remember.”


“That’s all right. Look at me, Dr. Rufty. Do you know of anyone who’d wish to harm your husband?”


“What?” He jerked. Fresh shock. “Hurt Kent? No, no. Everyone loved Kent. Everyone. I don’t understand.”


Eve countered the spikes in his voice with absolute calm. “Someone from his office, from his practice, from the neighborhood.”


“No, no. Kent has such a lovely practice. All those babies and little kids. It’s all so happy there. He worked so hard for his children, his patients. You can ask,” he said, his voice spiking again. “You can ask all of them, all of the people who work there. They love Kent!”


“All right. You’ve been married a long time. Were there any problems?”


“No. No. We love each other. We have our children. We have grand-children. I need to call our children.”


When he started to weep, Peabody moved over to sit next to him. “I know this is hard. Did Kent mention anyone who worried him? Did he say anything about someone or an incident that upset him?”


“No. Nothing I remember. No. I don’t understand. What happened? What happened? Did someone hurt Kent?”


“Dr. Rufty.” With no choice, Eve gave it straight. “We believe Dr. Abner received a package this morning, and that package contained a toxin, which caused his death.”


Tears fell still, but Rufty’s body straightened. “What? What? Are you saying someone killed Kent? Someone sent something into the house, into our home that killed him?”


Eve rose at the knock on the door, let in the white-suited sweeper. “We need to take precautions. We need to ask you to submit to a scan, to allow us to test your blood, as you touched Dr. Abner. It’s possible the package he opened this morning contained a toxic substance.”


“It’s not possible.” He dismissed it outright, and with the ring of certainty. “No one would do that. No one who knew Kent would do that.”


“We need to take precautions.” Eve sat again, looked directly into Rufty’s eyes. “We’re going to do everything we can to find out what happened to your husband.”


“You loved him,” Peabody said gently. “You want to do whatever needs to be done to find out what happened.”


“Yes. Do whatever you have to do. Then please, God, please, let me call our children. I need to talk to our children.”


Eve waited while Rufty was scanned, tested, cleared. Whatever had killed Kent Abner had dissipated before anyone else had come in contact with the body.


“You can contact your children,” Eve told Rufty. “Is there somewhere you can go, stay for a few days? It would be best if you didn’t stay here.”


“I can stay with our daughter. She’s closer. Our son lives in Connecticut, but Tori and her family live just a few blocks away. I can stay with Tori.”


“We’ll arrange to take you there, as soon as you’re ready.”


Rufty closed his eyes. When he opened them, the tears had burned away to reveal the steel. “I need to know what happened to my husband. To the father of my children. To the man I loved for forty years. If someone did this, someone hurt him, I need to know who. I need to know why.”


“It’s our job to get those answers for you, Dr. Rufty. If you think of anything,” Eve added, “anything at all, you can contact me.”


“He was such a good man. I need you to understand that. Such a good man. A loving man. He never hurt anyone in his life. Everyone loved Kent. They loved him.”


Someone didn’t, Eve thought.


“I believe him,” Peabody said as they finally left the crime scene. “That guy was cut off at the knees, and he honestly didn’t know anything or anyone that put Abner in the crosshairs.”


“Agreed, but a spouse doesn’t always know everything. We need to dig into Abner, his work, his habits, his hobbies. Any extramarital relationships.”


As she nodded, Peabody glanced back at the pretty brownstone with tulips blooming in its little front garden. “It’d be worse if, you know, it was just bad luck of the draw. If this was random.”


“A hell of a lot worse. The package was addressed specifically so we’ll look specifically. Let’s talk to the delivery person asap.”


Peabody programmed the address on the in-dash. “You feel okay, right?”


“I’m fine. Didn’t the vampires draw my blood and clear me?”


“Yeah, but I’ll feel better when they ID the toxin.” Peabody frowned out the window of the car. “He laid there for hours. The good of that is whatever it was dissipated, so we’re all not dead. The bad is he laid there for hours.”


“Yeah, and think about that. Have the delivery in the morning, knowing nobody’s going to go in there until late afternoon. It makes it look like a specific kill. Just Abner.”


As she pushed through traffic, Eve took a contact from Officer Shelby on her wrist unit. “What’ve you got, Shelby?”


“They tracked the package to a drop-off kiosk on West Houston, sir. It was logged in through the after-hours depository—that’s self-serve—at twenty-two hundred hours.”


“Security cam?”


“Yes, sir. And the cam had a glitch at twenty-one-fifty-eight until twenty-three-oh-two.”


“An idiot would call that a coincidence.”


“Yes, sir. Officer Carmichael, who is not an idiot, has requested EDD examine the security camera and feed at this depository. However, if the killer proves to be an idiot, she used her credit account, via her ’link, to pay for the overnight shipping. Said payment was charged to the account of a Brendina A. Coffman, age eighty-one, apartment 1A, 38 Bleecker Street.”


“We’ll check her out now. Good work, Shelby.”


Peabody didn’t have time to grab the chicken stick before Eve wheeled sharp around a corner to change direction.


“Get a warrant,” Eve ordered Peabody. “We need to look at Coffman’s credit history.”


“Brendina Coffman.” Peabody read off her PPC as Eve fought her way to Bleecker. “Married to Roscoe Coffman for fifty-eight years, lived at the current address for thirty-one years. A retired bookkeeper who worked for Loames and Gardner for—wow—fifty-nine years. No criminal in the last half century or so, but a couple of dings in her twenties. Disorderly conduct and simple assault. They have three offspring—male, female, male, ages fifty-six, fifty-three, and forty-eight. Six grandchildren from ages twenty-one to ten.”


“Start running the rest of them,” Eve ordered. “It’s not going to be an idiot,” she muttered. “We don’t have that kind of luck. But run them.”


“Okay, well, the oldest offspring is Rabbi Miles Coffman of Shalom Temple, married to Rebekka Greene Coffman for twenty-one years—and she teaches at the Hebrew school attached to the temple. They have three of the kids—twenty, eighteen, and sixteen, female, male, and male, respectively—nothing flagged on the kids, no criminal on the parents.”


With no available parking in sight, Eve double-parked, causing much annoyance on Bleecker. Ignoring it, she flipped up her On Duty light.


“Keep going,” Eve said as she got out, studied the sturdy old residential building. A triple-decker of faded brick, no graffiti, clean windows, some of them open to the cool spring evening.


“Marion Coffman Black, married to Francis Xavior Black, twenty-three years—no, twenty-four as of today; happy anniversary—is currently employed, as she has been for twenty years, as bookkeeper in the same firm as her mother was. Couple dings in her twenties for illegal protests, nothing since. Son, twenty-one, a student at Notre Dame, daughter, age nineteen, also at Notre Dame.”


“Hold that thought,” Eve advised as they approached the gray door of the entrance to 1A.


Decent security, she noted, but nothing fancy. She pressed the buzzer.


The woman who answered looked pretty good for eighty-one. She had a bubble of ink-black hair Eve figured wouldn’t move in a hurricane, lips freshly dyed stop-sign red, rosy cheeks, and eyes heavily shadowed and lashed.


She wore a deep blue cocktail dress with a high neck, long sleeves, and gave Eve and Peabody a frowning once-over from nut-brown eyes.


“We’re not buying.”


“Not selling,” Eve said, and held up her badge.


Brendina’s face went sheet white under the rosy. “Joshua!”


“No, ma’am.” Peabody spoke quickly. “It’s not about your son. Mrs. Coffman’s son Joshua’s on the job,” Peabody told Eve. “It’s not about Sergeant Coffman, ma’am.”


“Okay. Okay. What is it then?”


“If we could come in for a moment,” Eve began.


“We’re leaving—if Roscoe ever finishes primping.”


“We’ll try not to take much of your time.”


With a nod, Brendina stepped back to let them straight into a tidy living area. So tidy, Eve thought, dust motes must run in fear. The furniture was old, like owned since their marriage began, and polished to within an inch of its life. A half dozen fancy pillows smothered the sofa.


A small piano against one wall with family photos crowded over it.


The air smelled of lemon.


“Is that your needlepoint, ma’am?” A craftsman to the bone, Peabody admired the pillows. “It’s beautiful work.”


“My daughter-in-law got me into it, and now I can’t stop. What is this about?”


“Mrs. Coffman, did you overnight a package to a Kent Abner, for delivery this morning?”


“Why would I? I don’t know any Kent Abner.”


“Your credit account was charged for the shipment.”


“I don’t see how when I didn’t send it.”


“Maybe you’d like to check on that, while we’re here.”


“Fine, fine. Roscoe, we’re going to be late again. Been waiting for that man for decades. He never can get anywhere on time. It’s our daughter’s twenty-fourth wedding anniversary,” she said as she walked to a—very tidy—little desk and sat down at the mini-comp on it. “Married a Catholic. I never figured it to last, but Frank’s a good man, good father, and he’s given her a happy life. So we’re—Well, son of a bitch!”


And there you have it, Eve thought as Brendina turned.


“I’ve been charged for that shipment. That’s a mistake—it says my account was charged at ten last night. I was sitting in bed watching Junkpile on-screen at ten—or trying, as Roscoe snores like a freight train. I keep good records, so I know what I spend and how I spend it. I was a bookkeeper for more years than either of you have been alive!”


“We don’t doubt any of that, Mrs. Coffman.”


But Brendina’s ire hadn’t yet peaked.


“Well, GP&P is going to hear from me, you better believe.” She fisted her hands on her hips, her eyes shooting daggers at Eve as if she’d been responsible. “And they’d better make this good. I’d like to know how somebody got my information, if that’s what happened, or if some careless finger at GP&P hit the wrong key.”


“We believe it’s the former, ma’am.”


“I’ll be changing my codes asap, you can be sure of that! And I’m going to have my boy look into this. He’s a police officer.”


“Yes, ma’am. You can have your son contact me, Lieutenant Dallas at Cop Central. In the meantime, can you tell me who would have access to your account?”


Brendina stabbed a finger in the air, then tapped it between her breasts. “Me, that’s who. And Roscoe, but he has his own, and only has my codes in case something was to happen. Same as I have his. Roscoe!”


“Stop yelling, stop yelling. Heavens to Murgatroyd, Brendi, I’m coming, aren’t I?”


When he came out, dapper was the word that sprang to Eve’s mind. He wore a pale blue suit chalked with white stripes, a white shirt, and a bright red bow tie with a matching pocket square. His hair, candlestick silver, was slicked back and shined like moonlight on water. His silver moustache was perfectly trimmed and groomed.


His eyes matched his suit.


“You didn’t say we had company.” He beamed at them.


“Not company, cops.”


“Friends of Joshua’s?”


“No, sir,” Eve said. “We’re here about a package that was delivered this morning. The shipment was charged to your wife’s account.”


“What did you send, Brendi?”


“Nothing! Somebody got into my account.”


He looked at her with affection, and mild surprise. “How’d they do that?”


“I don’t know, do I?”


“Ms. Coffman, do you have your ’link?”


“Of course I have my ’link. I was just changing purses when you buzzed.”


She marched into what Eve assumed was the bedroom, marched back out with a gargantuan shoulder bag in vivid purple and an oversize evening purse in glittery red—to match Roscoe’s tie, Eve assumed.


“I was just taking out what I need for tonight,” she said, and dug in.


Her annoyed expression changed to alarm. Now she marched to the coffee table, dumped the contents of the shoulder bag.


Eve decided if the woman ever faced an apocalypse with that bag in tow, she’d survive just fine.


“It’s gone! Oh my God, my ’link’s not here.”


“Where is it, Brendi?”


“For God’s sake, Roscoe!”


“Don’t worry now. I’ll help you look for it.”


Brendina’s expression softened. “No, honey, it’s gone. Somebody must’ve taken it out of my bag.”


“When’s the last time you used it?” Eve asked.


“Just yesterday—we were all out shopping. My girls and I—my daughters-in-law, my daughter. Marion wanted new shoes for tonight, and she needed to pick up the wrist unit she got for Frank—she had it engraved. And—God, we were all over. Had a late lunch. I used it to call my sister, to tell her we were changing our lunch reservation to two-thirty because everything was taking so long. She was meeting us, and she gets cranky if she has to wait.”


“Where did you use it?”


“Ah . . .” She pressed a hand to her forehead. “On Chambers and Broadway—I’m nearly certain. We’d only just left the jewelry store, and it’s right there.”


“As far as you remember you didn’t use your ’link since that point?”


“No. I know I didn’t. We went shopping some more, met my sister for lunch. We had a long lunch, and Marion insisted Rachel—my sister—and I take a car home. She called for one and paid for it—insisted. I came home, took a nap. Long day. Roscoe and I had dinner, watched some screen. I didn’t go out today. I needed to clean the house, then get ready for tonight.


“I only keep one account on my ’link: my shopping and household account. But—”


“It’s all right, Brendi.” Roscoe put an arm around her. “I’ll help you. And it’s time you had a new ’link.”


Sighing, she leaned into him. “Let me use yours, Roscoe, so I can deal with all this. We really are going to be late.”


“Peabody, why don’t you leave the Coffmans our cards? You can have your son contact us.”


“Yes, fine, thank you. I really need to deal with this. You can talk to Joshua. He’s a police officer.”
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Back in the car, Peabody strapped in. “Maybe the killer’s looking for an easy mark. An older woman, distracted with a lot of other women. Maybe follow them awhile. Crowded shopping area, bump and snatch.”


“Most likely,” Eve agreed. “And with her being older, he might think if she can’t put her hands on her ’link at some point, she’ll just think she misplaced it. Maybe she doesn’t change codes right off. He only needs a few hours. Use it, toss it, move on.”


She muscled her way back across town. “It’s not going to connect to the family. Not that having a cop and a rabbi in there exempts them, but it’s sloppy and stupid.”


“Are you going to read Sergeant Coffman in?”


“Might as well. If there is any connection, he can dig into that angle. We’ll talk to the delivery girl—who’s not going to be connected, either, unless somebody has a grudge there, saw this as getting her in trouble.”


“That would be stupid, too.”


“Exactly, but we’ll talk to her. She works that route. Maybe she knows someone in the neighborhood who wasn’t a fan of Kent Abner’s.”


Lydia Merchant lived five floors up in a post-Urban building over a bodega that smelled like mystery tacos. Nobody had their windows open to the spring evening, and most had riot bars.


Despite the five floors, one glance at the pair of green-doored elevators—one with a sign stating OUT OF ORDER, with a handwritten AGAIN! in angry block letters—had Eve shoving open the stairwell door.


Peabody hissed out, “Loose pants,” and climbed with her through various scents—somebody’s Chinese takeout, someone’s very rank body odor, someone’s heavy dose of cheap cologne (possibly Mr. BO), and, oddly, what might have been fresh roses.


On the fifth floor, Eve scanned the apartment door. Strong security here, in the way of locks: three police locks rather than electronics.


Cheaper, she thought, but pretty effective.


She buzzed.


Moments later, through the static on the intercom, somebody demanded, “Who is it?”


“NYPSD.”


“Yeah, right.”


“NYPSD,” Eve repeated, and held her badge up to the Judas hole.


“I’m calling in to check that before I open the door.”


“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve; Peabody, Detective Delia, Cop Central.”


“Yeah, right again.”


Eve waited, waited. Actually heard a squeal from inside, then rising female voices before locks began to clunk. She heard the distinct metal slide of a riot bar before the door popped open.


The two women who stood gaping hit about the same age. One was tall, busty, blond, the other just hitting average height with a small build. A mixed-race brunette.


Both had big blue eyes.


“Holy shit,” they said in unison. “You look just like Marlo Durn did in the vid,” the blonde continued. “Or Marlo, I guess she looked like you. We saw it twice.”


“Great.” She should get used to it, Eve thought.


She’d never get used to it.


“Did somebody break in and kill somebody?” Lydia, the brunette, demanded. “Somebody’s always breaking into this dump, or trying to.”


“No. It’s about a package you delivered this morning, Ms. Merchant.”


“Really?” Big blue eyes got bigger. “Which one?”


“Can we come in?” Peabody added a quick smile.


“Oh, sure. You’re prettier than the actress in the vid,” the blonde told her. “I know she was killed and all that, but it’s just true.”


The roses from the stairway scent stood on the skinny bar that separated the crowded living area from a tiny kitchen. A bottle of wine stood open beside it.


“Have a seat, I guess. We were just going to have some wine. Can you have wine? We’re celebrating.”


“No, but thanks.”


“We both got raises.” The blonde, definitely bubbly, perched on the arm of the chair. “I got mine last week, and Lydia’s finally came through today. We’re moving out of this hellhole!”


“Congratulations. Ms. Merchant—”


“Just Lydia’s okay. It’s really so weird you’re both here, in our hellhole. I deliver a lot of packages. I work for GP&P, but I guess you know.”


“You delivered one to Kent Abner this morning.”


“Dr. Abner, sure. I deliver to him and to Dr. Rufty. They’re really nice—always give me a tip for Christmas. Not everybody does. Was something wrong with the package? I handed it right to Dr. Abner at the door.”


“Was there anything unusual in how the package came to you?”


“No. It’s mostly droids and automation at my distribution center. They load my van, upload the schedule—overnights with A.M. deliveries or special deliveries first and so on. It was—had to be because it was this morning—an overnight A.M. I don’t get what this is about.”


“We believe the package contained an as-yet-unidentified toxic substance.”


Lydia’s blue eyes went momentarily blank, then filled with alarm. “You mean like poison or something? Like terrorism or something?”


“We have no reason to believe, at this time, we’re dealing with any kind of terrorist attack.” Not altogether true, Eve thought.


“How do you know there was toxic stuff? Did Dr. Abner get sick?”


“Dr. Abner’s dead. He died shortly after receiving and opening the package.”


“Dead? He’s dead!” Those blue eyes filled. “But . . . Oh my God. Oh my God, Teela!”


Teela immediately slid off the arm, into the chair with Lydia, wrapped her arms around her. “Lydia touched it. Is she—”


“We believe the substance was released upon opening.”


“I’m fine, I’m fine. Dr. Abner. He’s such a nice man. He and Dr. Rufty are so sweet together. You can tell when people are sweet together. I really liked them. I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know anything was wrong with the delivery. I never would have—”


“No one’s accusing you,” Peabody soothed. “Do you know of anyone, in their neighborhood, at your work, anywhere, who might have disliked Dr. Abner?”


“No. I know some of their neighbors because it’s my route. But nobody ever said anything mean, or much at all. Sometimes if a neighbor isn’t home and doesn’t have a delivery box, one of the others will take it for them—you have to have a waiver on file for that. Some of them do. The doctors will sometimes take deliveries for the people on either side of them, and they do that for the doctors, too. It’s a really nice, friendly street. But today, the only package on that block was for Dr. Abner.


“Oh God, is Dr. Rufty okay? I don’t think he was home. It looked like Dr. Abner was going out for a run. I sometimes see him running when I’m on my route, and see Dr. Rufty coming home if I have late-afternoon deliveries.”


“Dr. Rufty wasn’t home at the time.”


“I don’t know what to do. Is there something I should do? What should I do?” she asked Eve.


“If you think of anything, you can contact me or Detective Peabody.”


“You have to find out what happened. He was a really nice man. He looked so happy this morning. I remember that. He just looked happy, and said how it was going to be a beautiful day. You have to find out what happened.”


“We’re working on it.”


Out on the sidewalk, Eve considered the next steps. “The victim’s office is closed by this time. You head home, and on the way contact Abner’s office manager or whoever’s in charge.”


“Seldine Abbakar’s listed as office manager—I pulled up the website.”


“Good. Contact her, set up a meeting with the full office staff for the morning, as early as you can make it. Just text me the time, and I’ll meet you there. You can keep McNab on tap—we’re going to need to go through the electronics.”


“Medical records,” Peabody began.


“That’s why I’m going to start working on a warrant on the way home. Hell, they can cull out the patient records. If this is an angry patient, the office staff’s going to have an idea who. The spouse would have had an idea who.”


“Technically his patients are babies and kids up to the age of sixteen.”


“I’ve seen a lot of pissed-off babies,” Eve countered. “And don’t get me started on kids and teens. And they’d have a parent or parents. Anyway, set it up. I’ll get the board and book started at home, write it up.”


“I get the easy part.”


“This time. If you can’t get the interviews before eight, we meet at the morgue, seven A.M., go from there.”


“Always a fun way to start the day.”


“Get the interviews,” Eve repeated and, still ignoring the vehicles and drivers blasting and cursing, slid into her car.


She flipped down the On Duty light, zipped out in front of a guy who was already giving her the finger.


She programmed coffee on the in-dash, tagged APA Reo.


“Please no,” Reo answered. “I’m on my way home, stuck in stupid traffic. All I want is an alcoholic beverage and quiet.”


“You can have both after you get me a warrant. I’m just heading home myself—so too bad for us.”


Reo sighed, tossed her head so her fluffy blond hair shimmered and swayed. “I’m getting out of this cab and walking. Pull over,” she ordered the driver, and Eve went to blue holding mode while she assumed Reo paid the fare.


When she came back on-screen it bobbled as she strode along. “It’s the as-yet-unidentified-substance case, isn’t it?”


“They better have that as identified soon, and yeah. Victim was a doctor—baby doctor—and I’m interviewing his staff first thing in the morning. I need the electronics.”


“You’re not going to get medical records in a walk, or by morning.”


“Just get me the rest—they can hold off on the privacy stuff for now. I need to know if he had any record of someone threatening him, any correspondence that sends off an alarm. Or if anyone on staff had issues.”


“I can work that. I heard you were exposed. You don’t look exposed to a deadly toxin.”


“Whatever it was, it was as dead as Abner by the time we got there.”


“Well, that’s a bright side. I’ll get back to you on the warrant.”


“Appreciate it.”


“You still owe me a drink from the last one.”


“I’ll make good. Later.”


Eve clicked off, drank coffee, pushed her way uptown.


And as she pushed, it occurred to her that only a week before she’d been sitting on a terrace in Italy, drinking wine under the stars after a day of basking in the sun.


Eating pasta, sleeping late, having a lot of sex.


And no one had been murdered in the general vicinity—at least that she knew of.


Life since Roarke, with Roarke, never quite ranked as ordinary. Routine, maybe, for them—which probably wouldn’t meet most people’s routine level.


But it worked—really worked, she thought. And one of the reasons it worked, so well, was knowing she’d come home—and there was a glittering word—with this fresh weight on her shoulders, and he’d be there.


He’d look at her the way he looked at her that always, still, probably forever, brought a skip to her heartbeat. He’d make her eat something, even if she didn’t want to, which was both annoying and precious.


And he’d listen. No bitching about her being late, no guilt trips. He’d listen, offer to help and, with all of that, with all of him, bring her a peace of mind she’d never expected to have in her life.


So when she drove, at last, through the gates, she felt that quiet click. Coming home. Under the night sky, the house Roarke built stood and spread and towered with its fanciful turrets, its grand design. Dozens of windows, so much light to welcome her, glowed out against the dark.


When she pulled up, got out of the car, some of the weight shifted. Work to do, yes, but home.


Because she was late—really late—she didn’t expect the looming Summerset.


But there he stood, tall and bony in black, his cadaverous face set, his dark eyes arrowing their stare at her face.


She reached into her bag of insults, but he spoke before she could pull one out.


“He’s worried. He’ll pretend otherwise, but he heard about your exposure to a toxic material.”


“I told him I was fine. I’m fine.”


When Summerset only continued to stare, she had a bad feeling the former Urban War medic intended to do his own exam. Big no.


“Have they identified the substance?”


“I don’t know. I’m going up to check. I’m fine.” Irritable now, she dragged off her jacket, tossed it on the newel post.


“Make sure he knows.”


She started to snap she already had, but that seemed pointless. Instead she paused on her way up the stairs. “Do you think I’d come home if there was any chance, any, I carried something with me that could hurt him?”


“Absolutely not. Which is why, as it’s after nine, he worries.”


Damn it, damn it, of course he did. “I had to—Shit. Where is he?”


“Your office, of course. He knows you’re home. He set an alert.”


She jogged up. She’d followed the Marriage Rules, she thought. And still she felt as if she’d screwed up somehow.


He sat on the sofa in her office, the fire going low, the fat cat across his lap. He had a book in one hand, a glass of wine in the other.


And yes, he looked at her in that way—but she saw relief bloom over it.


“And there she is,” he began, with that wonderful whisper of Ireland in his voice.


“I’m sorry.”


Even as he put the book aside and rose, she walked to him, wrapped around him, held hard. “I’m sorry.”


“For being late?” Now she heard surprise as she burrowed into him. “Come now, Lieutenant, that’s part of the job, isn’t it?”


“For not making a hundred percent sure you knew I was okay. For not making sure you weren’t worried I wasn’t.”


“Ah.” He brushed his lips over the top of her head, drew her back. “That’s part of the job as well. My part. There will be worry, darling Eve. But now . . .” He skimmed his thumb over the shallow dent in her chin, leaned in to kiss her—long and warm. “You’re home. So sit a moment with the cat, as Galahad’s had some concerns of his own. I’ll get you some wine.”


No bitching, no guilt trips, just wine and welcome. And a fat cat. So she’d sit for a minute, because he didn’t just bring trips to Italy, real coffee, superior sex, and all manner of things into her life.


He brought this, the balance.


She gave the cat some strokes, a belly scratch when he stirred himself to roll over. And took the wine.


“They cleared me right at the scene.”


“So you told me.” Still those wildly, gloriously blue eyes studied her face before he lifted her hand, kissed it. “Have they identified the toxin?”


“I need to check, but not since I checked an hour ago. The body wasn’t discovered until after sixteen hundred when the spouse got home from work. They wouldn’t have started the process until . . . probably an hour ago. Protocols to follow, and all that.”


“You won’t have eaten.”


“We were pretty busy.”


“I imagine. Let’s have a meal now, and you can tell me about all this.”


“ ‘Let’s’? Haven’t you had dinner already?”


“I haven’t, no.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “There was worry.”


“Wait.” She tightened her grip on his hands. “I’m going to promise you that I won’t lie or downplay something that happens, if I’m in trouble or something’s really wrong. I’ll be straight with you.”


“All right then.”


She studied that amazing face of his. “And you’ll worry anyway.”


“Yes, of course. But that’s appreciated. Now, I made a bargain with myself—or fate—to your benefit. That when you came home to me, there would be pepperoni pizza.”


She brightened right up. “Really?”


“Such is the depth of my love I’m not insisting you eat a side of good vegetables.”


“If you asked me to, right now, I’d eat them. So, same goes.”


“You could have them on the pizza.”


She shot him a—sincere—horrified look. “You’d ruin a perfectly good pizza?”


“I don’t know what I was thinking.”


He rose, strolled into the kitchen, so she sat another moment indulging the cat before taking their glasses, the bottle of wine over to the table.


She looked out through the glass doors to the little balcony and beyond. And the scent of pizza hit her empty stomach like a fever dream.


“I know if there was only pizza, I’d get tired of it,” she decided. “But it would probably take a couple decades.”


She sat with him, grabbed a slice. “Pretty soon it’ll be warm enough to open those doors when we eat. It’ll be nice.”


Her ’link signaled. “Sorry. Reo?”


“Warrant’s coming through—restricted. No medical records at this time. Is that pizza? Damn it, now I want pizza.”


“Get your own. Thanks for the quick work.”


Eve put her ’link away.


“Your victim was a doctor, I hear,” Roarke said.


“Pediatrician. Married for nearly forty years. His husband found him. Private school headmaster. They’ve got kids, grandkids.”


She picked up her wine. “Messed up my crime scene. He tried to revive him. The victim had been dead since morning, and he didn’t die pretty, but the husband tried to bring him back before he called for help.”


“Would you blame him?”


“No.” She looked up, into that face carved by clever angels on a particularly generous day, into those magic blue eyes. “Maybe I would have a few years ago. Not now. They loved each other. You could see it, all over the house, see it in the survivor’s grief. You have to step back from it. It can still put a crack in your heart, but you’ve got to step back.”


“How was it delivered? The toxin.”


“Global Post and Packages, overnight A.M.”


“A package? That’s . . . bold. You have the delivery person?”


“She’s not in it. She’s clean, and she liked them. That came across. Their neighbors liked them. The canvass turned up nothing except some shock, some fear, some grief. Everything so far points to the victim being a nice man, a good neighbor, somebody who kept fit—he ran, lifted—and was apparently on his way out when the package came. So he took it inside, back in the kitchen, opened it.”


“There had to be a container. Even bold wouldn’t risk an uncontained toxic in a shipping box.”


She polished off her first slice. “It’s looking like two—a container in a container. A cheap fake wood box with interior padding was on the counter, so considering the rest of the house that was likely in the shipping box. And there were shards and pieces of some sort of small container. Looked like hard plastic—cheap, likely gold outside, white inside. Whatever killed him must have been in there. He opened that, whatever it was hit the air, or had something he ingested, something that went through his pores when he touched it. He had burns on his thumbs,” she remembered, then shrugged. “I don’t know yet.”


“You’ll see Morris, and your friends at the lab as well tomorrow.”


“Yeah.” Since it was right there, she decided on a second slice. “We called in the hazmat team—no trace in the air by that time. In or on me or the spouse—we both handled the body. It was enough to kill Abner within minutes, and dissipated before anyone else came into the house.”


“Addressed—the package—to the victim, I take it?”


“Yeah. From a bogus place, bogus return address. Dropped off at an after-hours kiosk. Jammed the camera while he did that, so he’s got a jammer or he’s got enough skill to make one.”


“At a kiosk?” He let out a quick laugh. “Darling, a ten-year-old could manage that. I’d be more interested in how it got through the scans.”


“Yeah, they’re looking at that. A container within a container within a container.” She shrugged again. “And likely a small amount of whatever it is. Just enough to kill one person.”


She glanced over as Summerset came to the doorway. She frowned over another bite of pizza. “We didn’t call the morgue, did we?”


“You’ll excuse me.” Summerset kept his dignified nose in the air. “Dr. Dimatto and Mr. Monroe are downstairs. They’d very much like to speak with the lieutenant.”


“Ask them to come up,” Roarke said before Eve could get to her feet. “The lieutenant’s just having dinner. I’ll get some more glasses,” he added as Summerset melted away.


Dr. Dimatto, Eve thought. Dr. Abner.


Did Louise know the victim? Long odds, of course, given there were countless doctors in the city. But then again, Charles and Louise lived only a few blocks from the crime scene.


“They’re going to know each other.”


“Hmm?”


Roarke brought over two more wineglasses.


“Louise, the victim. That’s why they’re here. And how the hell do I handle this?”


She figured she’d find out when Louise—delicate blonde—and Charles—tall, dark, and handsome—came in.


The fiercely dedicated doctor and former licensed companion made a striking couple, and another one that seemed to work really well.


“I’m so sorry.” Louise led with an apology. “For just coming over this way, interrupting your dinner. I—”


“It’s pizza, nothing interrupts pizza. How did you know Kent Abner?” Eve asked.


“How did you know . . .” Louise closed her eyes. “He walked into my clinic the week I opened it. He volunteered twenty hours a month. Just like that. That’s the sort of man, the sort of doctor he was.”


Tears trembled, spilled. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I’m having a hard time with this. I needed to come. I just needed to talk to you.”


“Sit down.” Roarke pulled out his chair for her. “You sit, have some wine. Could you eat?”


“He likes feeding people,” Eve said, hoping to stem the worst of the tears.


“No, thanks, no on the food. I’ll have the wine.”


Roarke gestured to Charles, and the two of them brought over more chairs. They sat; Roarke poured the wine.


“I won’t fall apart. Or not much,” Louise qualified.


“Good. Now tell me what you know about Kent Abner, personally, professionally, and anything else.”


Louise nodded, then, struggling a little, looked at Charles.


“I’ll start,” Charles said.
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“We got to be friends,” Charles told them. “Good friends. I met them through Louise after Kent started volunteering at the clinic. They invited us over for drinks, and we all, well, hit it off.”


“I don’t remember seeing or meeting them at your wedding,” Eve pointed out.


“They were in Africa. Martin took a month’s sabbatical because Kent wanted to join a medical group there for a couple weeks. They had a working vacation, you could say, and it conflicted with the wedding. They actually had a little neighborhood party for us when we got back from our honeymoon.”


“They’re lovely people,” Louise added. “Lovely together. Both devoted to their work, but not to the exclusion of the rest. They liked to entertain, loved their family, liked the theater, the arts. Kent would nag Martin about exercise—saying it wasn’t just for the mind. And Martin would tease Kent because Kent knew nothing whatsoever—and didn’t care whatsoever—about any kind of sport. Those would be the level of disagreements I witnessed, ever, between them. They were sweet together, Dallas, the way you hope you’ll be sweet together after nearly four decades.”


Charles reached over, laid a hand over hers. “We asked ourselves, since we were good friends, if there was anything, anyone, any reason for what happened. There’s just nothing. Are you sure what happened wasn’t some sort of accident or mistake?”


“Yes.” And that, Eve thought, was that. “Since he worked at the clinic regularly, there would be records.”


Dr. Dimatto came out, front and center. “Patients’ records—”


Eve just waved that away. “Blah blah, and I can get to them if I need to. But for now, as the owner of the clinic, you can get to them. You can read through them. And you’d know if anything seemed off. Outside of patient records, there’d be correspondence, memos, interstaff dynamics.”


“You can interview everyone who works or volunteers at the clinic. I can tell you, without hesitation, no one who does would wish harm to Kent. He was valued, respected, and liked.”


“Okay. How about someone who liked him too much?”


“I don’t . . . Oh.” Brow furrowed, Louise sipped some wine. “I don’t see that. We have some parents who’d request him specifically, who’d wait, barring emergency, for his hours. But I never noticed that kind of vibe. Some jokes, sure. Like Hella—she’s one of the nurses who volunteers, and she’s still stinging from her second divorce. I heard her tell Kent it was just her bad luck he had to be gay and married, and why couldn’t she find a straight, single guy just like him.”


“How did he respond?”


“He said he’d keep his eye open for her. You know, Dallas, he’d bring flowers in sometimes because he said they brightened things up for us and the patients. Or he’d bring in a box of pastries. He was considerate and generous, and I’m sick about what happened.”


“We haven’t contacted Martin,” Charles said, “because we don’t want to intrude. But we thought if we could, maybe tomorrow, contact their son or daughter. Just to see if there’s anything . . . There’s never really anything.”


“Can you tell us what happened? At least something that makes sense?”


Eve studied Louise—dry-eyed now, but barely. She’d tell them what they’d hear on the morning reports—and maybe just a bit more. “I can tell you the package containing the substance was addressed to Dr. Kent Abner. I can tell you the person who delivered it was just doing her job, and isn’t a suspect. She shares your view of the victim. She liked him, liked them both, and in a way was victimized by the killer. She’ll carry the weight for a while.


“We’ll know more when we ID the substance, how it got into his system but, from the timeline, it only took minutes.”


“You’re sure of that?” Louise pressed.


“Absolutely.”


“I’m not an expert, but I know something about poisons, toxins, exposure. If I knew his symptoms—”


“That’s for Morris.”


But Louise, in professional mode, didn’t shake off easily. “You don’t know if it was something he touched, ingested, inhaled?”


“That’s for Morris and the lab.”


“Fast-acting, very fast,” Louise murmured. “Not ingested.”


“Why?”


“A fastidious man, a little bit of a health nut? I don’t see Kent popping something that came in the mail into his mouth right off. Well, maybe if he knew who sent it, or if he was expecting . . .”


“Bogus name and address.”


“Then he didn’t know the sender, he wasn’t expecting a package. I don’t see him eating or drinking something from a package without checking it first. And you said minutes.”


“About seven from delivery to death.”


“God.” But she breathed that out, went back to doctor mode. “By touch then, especially if there’s a cut or puncture. Or inhalation.” Gray eyes narrowing with a frown, she shook her head slowly.


“But Martin’s all right, he wasn’t affected? The report said he found the body.”


“He’s clear. We’re all clear.”


“So the toxicity dissipated. Were there windows open?”


“No, but yes, it dissipated or disbursed or faded. How were they financially?”


“Martin and Kent? I’d say very comfortable.”


“And Kent’s practice? Successful? Lucrative?”


“God, it must be dark in a cop’s world.” Louise sighed again. “You have to think maybe someone killed Kent for money. It certainly wouldn’t be Martin, whom I’d assume would benefit most there. Or their kids. Lissa—that’s Melissa Rendi—worked with him, as the practice needed two doctors. She strikes me as a good doctor, but she wouldn’t gain monetarily that I know of.”


“We’ve met their circle of friends, Dallas,” Charles continued. “I wouldn’t say we know them all intimately, but there isn’t anyone we do know who I can believe would hurt Kent. I know you said it was addressed to him, but could it still be random? Like, Jesus, a name pulled out of a hat.”


“Yes.”


But she didn’t think so.


“Is there anything we can do to help? I could work with Morris if—”


“Not my call. And not a good idea.”


“I’m a doctor. I’m a scientist. I can be objective.”


“He was a friend, and he gave time to your clinic. Better if you keep a step, several of them, back from the investigation. I’ll tell you what I can when I can,” Eve added. “It’s the best I can do.”


“A man suffered a loss,” Roarke said gently, “from what I’ve heard here, a great one, a deep one. I would think he would welcome the comfort of good friends at such a time.”


“He’s with his family,” Louise murmured.


“Isn’t it only blood, just DNA, that separates good friends, true friends, from family?”


Louise’s eyes filled again. “Yes. Thanks. Yes. We’ll contact him in the morning. I know you probably told us more than you wanted to,” she said to Eve. “It won’t leave this room, I promise you. I’m really grateful. You know my complicated relationship with my own family. Kent—well, Martin, too—they’ve been surrogate fathers to me. Roarke’s right. It’s just DNA.”


When they left, Eve sat back. “She looked steadier when she walked out. What you said helped.”
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