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        One impulse from a vernal wood

        May teach you more of man,

        Of moral evil and of good,

        Than all the sages can.

        
          WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
        

      

      
        Are God and Nature then at strife,

        That Nature lends such evil dreams?

        
          ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON
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      It would be the first kill.

      The apprentice understood the years of practice, the countless targets destroyed, the training, the discipline, the hours of study, all led to this moment.

      This cold, bright afternoon in January 2061 marked the true beginning.

      A clear mind and cool blood.

      The apprentice knew these elements were as vital as skill, as wind direction, humiture, and speed. Under the cool blood lived an eagerness ruthlessly suppressed.

      The mentor had arranged all. Efficiently, and with an attention to detail that was also vital. The room in the clean, middle-class hotel on Second Avenue faced west, had privacy screens and windows that opened. It sat, unpretentiously, on a quiet block of Sutton Place, and offered a view of Central Park – though from nearly a mile away.

      The mentor had planned well, booking a room on a floor well above the trees. To the naked eye, Wollman Rink was only a blob of white catching glints from the strong sun. And those who glided over it were only dots of moving color.

      They’d skated there – student and teacher – more than once, had watched the target skimming, twirling, without a care in the world.

      They’d scouted other areas. The target’s workplace, the home, the favored shops, restaurants, all the routines. And had decided, together, the rink in the great park offered everything they wanted.

      They worked well together, smoothly, and in silence as the the mentor adjusted the bipod by the west-facing window, as the apprentice attached the long-range laser rifle, secured it.

      Cold winter air eked in the window as they raised it a few inches. Breath even, hands steady, the apprentice looked through the scope, adjusted.

      The ice rink jumped close, close enough to see blade marks scoring the surface.

      All those people, the brightly colored hats, gloves, and scarves. A couple, holding hands, laughing as they stumbled over the ice together. A girl with golden-blond hair, wearing a red skin suit and vest, was spinning, spinning, spinning until she blurred. Another couple with a little boy between them, their hands joined with his as he grinned in wonder.

      The old, the young, the in-between. The novices and the show-offs, the speedsters and the creep-alongs.

      And none of them knew, none of them, that they were caught in the crosshairs, seconds from death. Seconds from the choice to let them live, make them die.

      The power was incredible.

      “Do you have the target?”

      It took another moment. So many faces. So many bodies.

      Then the apprentice nodded. There, the face, the body. The target. How many times had that face, that body been in the scope? Countless. But today would be the last time.

      “Have you selected the other two?”

      Another nod, as cool as the first.

      “In any order. You’re green to go.”

      The apprentice checked the wind speed, made a minute adjustment. Then with a clear mind, with cool blood, began.

      The girl in the red skin suit circled in back crossovers, building speed for an axel jump. She began the rotation forward, the move from right skate to left, arms lifting.

      The lethal stream struck the center of her back, with her own momentum propelling her forward. Her body, already dying, struck the family with the little boy. Like a projectile, that already dying body propelled them back, down.

      The screaming began.

      In the chaos that followed, a man gliding along on the other side of the rink slowed, glanced over.

      The stream hit him center mass. As he crumpled, two skaters coming up behind him swerved around, kept going.

      The couple, holding hands, still tripping along, skated awkwardly to the rail. The man gestured toward the jumble of bodies ahead of them.

      “Hey. I think they’re —”

      The stream punched between his eyes.

      In the hotel room, in the silence, the apprentice continued to watch through the scope, imagined the sounds, the screams. It would have been easy to take out a fourth, a fifth. A dozen.

      Easy, satisfying. Powerful.

      But the mentor lowered his field glasses.

      “Three clean hits. Target’s down.” A hand laid on the apprentice’s shoulder signaled approval. Signaled the end of the moment.

      “Well done.”

      Quickly, efficiently, the apprentice broke down the rifle, stored it in its case as the mentor retracted the bipod.

      Though no words were exchanged, the joy, the pride in the act, in the approval spoke clearly. And seeing it, the mentor smiled, just a little.

      “We need to secure the gear, then we’ll celebrate. You earned it. We can debrief after that. Tomorrow’s soon enough to move on to the next.”

      As they left the hotel room – wiped clean before they’d begun and after they’d finished – the apprentice thought the next couldn’t come soon enough.
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      When Lieutenant Eve Dallas strode into the bullpen of Homicide after an annoying appearance in court, she wanted coffee. But Detective Jenkinson had obviously been lying in wait. He popped up from his desk, started toward her, leading with his obnoxious tie of the day.

      “Are those frogs?” she demanded. “Why would you wear a tie with piss-yellow frogs jumping around on – Christ – puke-green lily pads?”

      “Frogs are good luck. It’s feng shui or some shit. Anyways, the fresh meat you brought in took a pop in the eye from some chemi-head down on Avenue B. She and Uniform Carmichael hauled him and the dealer in. They’re in the tank. New girl’s in the break room with an ice patch. Figured you’d want to know.”

      Fresh meat equaled the newly transferred Officer Shelby. “How’d she handle it?”

      “Like a cop. She’s all right, LT.”

      “Good to know.”

      She really wanted coffee – and not crap break-room coffee, but the real coffee in her office AutoChef. But she’d brought Officer Shelby on board, and on her first full day she’d taken a fist in the eye.

      So Eve, tall and lanky in her black leather coat, walked to the break room.

      Inside, Shelby sat drinking crap coffee, squinting at her PPC while wearing a cold patch over her right eye. She started to get to her feet, but Eve gestured her down.

      “How’s the eye, Officer?”

      “My kid sister hits harder, Lieutenant.”

      At Eve’s finger motion, Shelby lifted the patch.

      The bloodshot white, the black and purple raying out from it had Eve nodding. “That’s a nice one. Stick with the patch awhile.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good work.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      On the way to her office, she stopped by Uniform Carmichael’s cube. “Run it through for me.”

      “Detectives Carmichael and Santiago caught one down on Avenue B. We’re support, just crowd control. We spot the illegals deal going down, five feet away. Can’t just ignore it, but since we’ve got a body coming out, we’re just going to move them along. Dealer? He’s hands up, no problem. Chemi-head’s jonesing some, and he just punched her. Sucker punch, sir. She took him down, and fast, I’ll give her that. A little bit on the reckless side, maybe, but it’s her eye his fist punched. We hauled them both in, with assaulting an officer added to the doper.

      “She can take a punch,” Uniform Carmichael added. “I’ll give her that, too.”

      “Keep her tight for a few days, and let’s see how she rolls.”

      Before somebody else wanted her for anything else, Eve cut straight through to her office. She programmed coffee, black, without bothering to take off her coat.

      She stood by her skinny window drinking the coffee, her whiskey-colored cop’s eyes scanning the street traffic below, the sky traffic above.

      She had paperwork – there was always paperwork – and she’d get to it. But she had just closed an ugly case, and had spent the morning testifying over another ugly case. She supposed they were all ugly, but some twisted harder than others.

      So she wanted a minute with her coffee and the city she’d sworn to protect and serve.

      Maybe, if she was lucky, a quiet night would follow. Just her and Roarke, she thought. Some wine, some dinner, maybe a vid, some sex. When a murder cop ended up with a busy, billionaire businessman, quiet nights at home were like the biggest, shiniest prize in the box.

      Thank God he wanted those quiet nights, too.

      Maybe sometimes they did the fancy bits – it was part of the deal, part of the Marriage Rules in her book. And more than sometimes he worked with her over pizza in her home office. The reformed criminal with the mind of a cop? A hell of a tool.

      So maybe a quiet night for both of them.

      She set the coffee on her desk, took off her coat and tossed it over her deliberately uncomfortable visitor’s chair. Paperwork, she reminded herself, and started to rake her hand through her hair. Hit the snowflake hat she tried not to let embarrass her. After tossing that on top of the coat, she finger-combed her short, choppy cap of brown hair, sat.

      “Computer,” she began, and her desk ’link sounded.

      “Dallas.”

      “Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve.” 

      Even before the rest, she knew the shiny prize would have to stay in the box for a while.

       

      With her partner, Eve walked from Sixth Avenue where she’d double-parked her DLE.

      With a scarf of purple-and-green zigzags wrapped around her neck, Peabody clomped along the path, shooting unhappy looks at the snow blanketing everything else.

      “I figured, hey, we’ll be in court, and we got temps in the forties, I can wear my cowgirl boots no problem. If we’ve got to go tramping through the snow —”

      “It’s January. And what cop wears pink to a murder trial?”

      “Reo had on red shoes,” Peabody pointed out, referring to the APA. “Red’s just dark pink when you think about it.”

      When Eve thought about it, she wondered why the hell they were talking about footwear when they had three DBs on tap. “Suck it up.”

      She flashed her badge when they came to the first police line, kept walking – ignored reporters who pushed against that line and shouted questions.

      Somebody had their head on right, she decided, holding the media hounds back out of sight of the rink. That wouldn’t last, but it kept what was bound to be complicated a little simpler for the time being.

      She spotted more than a dozen uniforms coming or going and at least fifty civilians. Raised voices, a few edged with hysteria, carried clearly.

      “I thought we’d have more civilians, more witnesses.”

      Eve kept scanning. “Bodies drop, people run. We probably lost half of them before the first-on-scene got here.” She shook her head. “Media doesn’t need to get within camera range. They’re going to have dozens of people sending them vids.”

      Since nothing could be done about that, Eve set it aside, flashed through the next barricade.

      As she did, a uniform peeled off, lumbered toward her. She recognized the thirty-plus-years vet, and knew the relative order established was due to his experience and no-bullshit style.

      “Fericke.”

      He gave her a nod. He had a dark bulldog face on a broad-chested bulldog body. And eyes of bitter chocolate-brown that had seen it all, and expected to see worse at any moment.

      “Hell of a mess.”

      “Run it through for me.”

      “Got the first dispatch at ’round fifteen-twenty. I’m baby-walking a rook, and had him doing some foot patrol on Sixth, so we hotfooted it. Had him start a line back aways, keep people out. But Christ on a crutch, you can’t block the whole freaking park.”

      “You’re first-on-scene.”

      “Yeah. Nine-one-ones started pumping in and so did cops, but people were already running from the scene when I got here. Had to work with park security to hold what we could. Had some injuries. We got MTs in to treat the minors, but we had a kid, about six, broken leg. The way the wit reports shake out – once you cut through the crap – is the first vic collided with him and the kid’s parents, and the kid’s leg got broke in the fall. Got their contact info, and the hospital for you.”

      “Peabody.”

      “I’ll take that information, Officer.”

      He reeled it off without pulling out his notebook.

      “Sweepers aren’t going to be happy about the state of the crime scene. People all the fuck over it, and the bodies’ve been moved around. Had a medical on the ice, and a vet – an animal doc – and they worked on the vics, and the injured.

      “First vic took it in the back. That’s the female out there, in red.” He turned, gestured with a lift of that bulldog chin. “Wit statements aren’t clear about which got hit second, but you got two males, one gut shot, one between the fucking eyes. Looks like a laser strike to me, LT, but I don’t wanna tell you your job. And you’re going to hear from some of these wits about knives and suspicious individuals, and the usual crap.”

      You didn’t make lieutenant without wading through, and learning to cut through, the usual crap.

      “All right. You got the doctors on tap?”

      “Yeah. Got them inside the locker room, got another couple in there, too, who claim they were the first to reach one of the male vics. And the wife of one of the male vics. She’s firm he was the last hit, and I lean toward that.”

      “Peabody, take them, and I’ll start on the bodies. I want the security discs, and I want them now.”

      “They got them ready for you,” Fericke told her. “Ask for Spicher. He’s rink security, and not altogether a dickhead.”

      “I’m on it.” Peabody headed off, careful to avoid the snow.

      “Gonna want some grippers for your boots,” Fericke told Eve. “Pile of them up there. Hotshot murder cop face-planting on the ice wouldn’t inspire confidence.”

      “Hold the line, Fericke.”

      “It’s what we do.”

      She walked around to the rink’s entrance, strapping on a pair of the toothy grips before opening her field kit and sealing her hands and boots.

      “Hey! Hey! Are you in charge? Who’s in fucking charge?”

      She glanced over, locking eyes with a red-faced man of about forty who was wearing a thick white sweater and black skin pants.

      “I’m in charge.”

      “You have no right to hold me! I have an appointment.”

      “Mister…”

      “Granger. Wayne Granger, and I know my rights!”

      “Mr. Granger, do you see the three people lying on the rink?”

      “Of course I see them.”

      “Their rights trump yours.”

      He shouted after her as she worked her way across the ice to the female victim, something about police states and lawsuits. Looking down at the girl in red – couldn’t have been more than twenty years old – Eve didn’t give him another thought.

      Blood pooled under her, spreading more red on the ice. She lay on her side, and Eve could clearly see bloody marks where other skaters, and the medicals, had gone through.

      Her eyes, a bright, summer blue already glazed with death, stared, and one hand lay, palm up, in her own blood.

      No, Eve didn’t give Granger and his appointment another thought.

      She crouched down, opening her field kit, and did her job.

      She didn’t rise or turn when Peabody came out.

      “Vic is Ellissa Wyman, age nineteen. Still lives with her parents and younger sister, Upper West. TOD, fifteen-fifteen. ME will determine COD, but I agree with Fericke. It looks like a laser strike.”

      “The doctors – both of them – agree. And the vet? He was an Army corpsman, so he’s seen laser strikes. They didn’t do more than look at her – she was obviously gone. One tried working on the gut shot, and the other examined the head shot – but they were all gone. So they focused on the injured.”

      Eve rose with a nod. “Security discs.”

      “Right here.”

      Eve plugged one of the discs into her own PPC, cued it to fifteen-fourteen, and focused first on the girl in red.

      “She’s good,” Peabody commented. “Her form, I mean. She’s building up some speed there, and —”

      She broke off when the girl shot through the air, form gone, and collided with the young family.

      Eve rewound it, backed up another minute, and now scanned the other skaters, the onlookers.

      “People are giving her room,” Eve murmured, “some are watching her. I don’t see any weapons.”

      She let it play through, watched the second victim jerk back, eyes widening, knees buckling.

      Ran it back, noted the time. Ran it forward.

      “Less than six seconds between strikes.”

      People skated to the first vic and the family. Security came rushing out. And the couple skating – poorly – along the rail – slowed. The man glanced back. And the strike.

      “Just over six seconds for the third. Three shots in roughly twelve seconds, three dead – center back, gut, forehead. That’s not luck. And none of those strikes came from the rink or around it. Tell Fericke, when he’s got all names and contacts, that anyone who has given a statement can go. Except for the medicals and the third vic’s wife.

      “Get a full statement from all three of them, and contact whoever the vic’s wife wants. The female’s cleared for bagging, tagging, and transpo to the morgue. And we need park security feeds.”

      “Which sector?”

      “All of them.”

      Leaving Peabody gaping, Eve crossed the ice to the second victim.

      When she finished with the bodies, she went inside.

      The two medicals sat together on a bench in a locker area, drinking coffee out of go-cups.

      Eve nodded to the uniform, dismissing her, then sat on the bench across from them. “I’m Lieutenant Dallas. You’ve given statements to my partner, Detective Peabody.”

      They both nodded, the one on the left – trim, close-shaven, mid-thirties – nodded. “Nothing we could do for the three who were killed. By the time we got to them, they were gone.”

      “Doctor?”

      “Sorry. Dr. Lansing. I thought, I honestly thought the girl – the girl in the red suit – had just taken a bad spill. And the little boy, he was screaming. I was right there, that is, right behind them when it happened. So I tried to get to him, first. I started to move the girl, to get to the little boy, and realized she wasn’t hurt or unconscious. I heard Matt shouting for everyone to get off the ice, to get clear.”

      “Matt.”

      “That’s me. Matt Brolin. I saw the collision – saw that girl go into her turn for a jump, saw her propelled forward into the family. I was going to go help, then I saw the guy go down, saw him drop. Even then I didn’t put it together. But I saw the third one, I saw the strike, and I knew. I was a corpsman. Twenty-six years ago, but it doesn’t leave you. We were under attack, and I wanted people to get to cover.”

      “You two know each other.”

      “We do now,” Brolin said. “I knew the third guy was gone – hell of a sniper strike – but I tried to do what I could for the second one. He was still alive, Lieutenant. He looked at me. I remembered that look – and it’s a hard one to remember. He wasn’t going to make it, but you’ve got to do what you can do.”

      “He shielded the guy with his own body,” Lansing put in. “People panicked, and I swear some would’ve skated right over that man, but Matt shielded him.”

      “Jack had his hands full with the little boy, and the parents got banged around some, too. Right?”

      “They didn’t have time to break their own fall,” Lansing explained. “The father’s got a mild concussion, the mother’s a sprained wrist. They’ll be all right. The boy, too, but he got the worst of it. Security had a first aid kit. I gave him a little something for the pain. The MTs were here inside of two minutes. You have to give them credit. I went to help Matt. And we had to try on the last one. But like Matt said, he was gone. Gone before he hit the ice.”

      “Nothing to do but perform some basic first aid on people who’d taken falls or cut themselves on blades – skates,” Matt added. He scrubbed a hand over his scruffy gray beard. “It wasn’t until they put us in here that it came back to me. You’ve got to put it away when you’re working.”

      “Put what away?”

      “The fear. The fear you could take a strike in the back of the head any second. Whoever shot those people? They’ve got skills. It came from the east. The strikes.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “I saw the third hit. Saw the angle, the way the guy was turned. From the east.” His eyes narrowed on Eve’s. “You already knew that.”

      “I reviewed the security discs. We’ll reconstruct, but at this point I agree with you.”

      “His wife’s in the office over there, with your partner. Her parents just got here.” Brolin heaved out a breath. “This is why I went to veterinary school when I got out of the Army. Dogs and cats? Easier to handle than people.”

      “You handled people just fine. Both of you. I want to thank you for what you did here today. We have your contact information if we need to talk to you again. You can reach me at Cop Central if you need to talk to me. Lieutenant Dallas.”

      “We can go?” Lansing asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How about that beer?”

      Brolin managed a weak smile. “How about a couple of them?”

      “First round’s on me.” Lansing pushed to his feet. “People come here to enjoy the park, to take their kids for a little adventure. Or like that girl, for the joy. She was a pleasure to watch. And now…”

      He broke off, shook his head. “Yeah, first round’s on me.”

      As they went out, a man and a woman with security badges on lanyards stepped in.

      “Lieutenant Dallas. I’m Carly Deen, rink security, and this is Paul Spicher. Is there anything else we can do. Anything?”

      “Who’s head of security?”

      “That would be me.” Carly, no more than five-two and a hundred pounds, lifted her shoulders. “People assume it’s Paul. He’s the muscle.” She said it as a joke, struggling to smile.

      “Okay. We’re going to have to keep you closed down until further notice.”

      “We’ve already taken care of that. The media’s bombarding the main ’link, but we’ve put it on record – just your standard ‘The rink’s closed.’ One of them managed to get my personal number, but I’ve blocked it.”

      “Keep doing that. I need you to keep off the ice. You and any of your staff, until that’s cleared. Crime Scene techs will come in shortly. Did you know any of the victims?”

      “Ellissa. Ellissa Wyman. She’s here almost daily during the season. She was going to try out for this skating troupe.” Carly lifted her hands, dropped them. “She was nice. Friendly. She’d bring her kid sister sometimes.”

      “I knew Mr. Michaelson, a little,” Paul added.

      Second vic, Eve thought. Brent Michaelson – doctor – age sixty-three, divorced, one offspring.

      “From here?”

      “He liked to skate, would take an afternoon. Every other Tuesday. Nothing fancy, nothing like Ellissa, but he was a regular. Once in a while he’d bring his grandkids – evenings or Saturdays for that. He liked the solo in the afternoons. I never saw the other guy before.”

      Paul glanced toward the office.

      “The one whose wife’s in my office,” Carly added. “Your partner’s with her. She’s good with her. Is there anything we can do for you, Lieutenant?”

      “Give us your office for a little while more.”

      “As long as you need.”

      “I’m sure my partner asked, but so will I. Have either one of you noticed anyone coming around, either to skate or to watch, anyone who seemed too interested in Ellissa or Brent Michaelson?”

      “Not like this. A lot of people hang around longer when Ellissa’s skating. And there’ve been a couple of boys off and on who hit on her. But nothing over the top. We keep an eye out,” Carly continued. “We don’t have a lot of trouble. Pushy-shovies, your basic collisions.”

      “More trouble at night, but even then.” Paul shrugged. “You get an asshole who starts a fight. Sorry about the asshole,” he added.

      “I’m rarely sorry about assholes,” Eve commented. “We’ll be in touch when you’re clear. I’d advise your brass to coordinate with the police liaison on a statement. Timing and content.”

      “They’re – the brass – they’re going to be in a spin about lawsuits.”

      “The brass always is,” Eve said, moving to the office.

      Inside, a woman in her early thirties sat in a folding chair, flanked by a man and a woman. Each had an arm around her while Peabody crouched on the floor, talking softly.

      Peabody took the woman’s hand when Eve entered. “Jenny, this is Lieutenant Dallas.”

      Jenny looked up with devastated eyes. “We saw the vid. Alan really liked it. You look like you did in the vid. I mean like the actress did. I don’t know what to do.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Markum. I know Detective Peabody has already talked to you. If I could just have a few more minutes.”

      “We were skating. We’re terrible skaters. And we were laughing. We were taking the whole day together, and tonight, too. It’s our anniversary. Five years today.”

      She turned her face into the man’s shoulder.

      “They had their first date here.” He cleared his throat, but it didn’t clear the faint Irish accent that made Eve think of Roarke. “I’m Liam O’Dell, Jenny’s father. This is Kate Hollis, her mother.”

      “It was my idea, the skating. Let’s do everything we did on our first date. It was my idea to come here, like we did that day. We both took off work, and we were going to get pizza afterward, just like we did on our first date. That’s when I was going to tell him why I wasn’t having wine like we did then. I was going to tell him I’m pregnant.”

      “Oh. Oh, baby.” Her mother drew her in close so they clung and shuddered together. “Oh, my baby.”

      “I was going to tell him, then we were going to tell you and Daddy and Alan’s mom and dad. But we were going to have today, all day.”

      As Peabody had, Eve crouched so she was eye level. “Jenny, who else knew you’d be here today?”

      “Sherry, my friend, and I think her guy – Charlie. They’re our friends. I told Mom. We really just decided a couple days ago. I pushed for it when I took the test and it was positive.”

      “Did Alan have any enemies, anyone he had trouble with?”

      “No. No. Detective Peabody asked, and just no. People like Alan. He’s a teacher. We’re teachers, and he helps coach soccer, and, and volunteers at the homeless shelter. Everyone likes Alan. Why would anyone hurt him? Why?”

      “We’re going to do everything we can to find out. You can contact me or Detective Peabody anytime.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You should go with your mom.” Liam leaned over, kissed her head. “Go home with your mom now.”

      “Daddy —”

      “I’ll come. I’ll be there.” He looked over her head to Kate, got a teary nod. “Go with your mom, darling, and I’ll be coming right along.”

      “Peabody.”

      “Come with me. We’ll have an officer take you home.”

      Liam sat where he was as Peabody led them out.

      “We’re divorced, you see, and Kate, she’s married again. Eight years. Or is it nine?” He shook his head. “But such things don’t matter a bit now, do they?” As he rose, he cleared his throat again. “He was a good man, our Alan. A good and stable man who loved my girl with his whole heart. You’ll find who took him from her, from my girl and from the baby inside her.”

      “We’ll do everything we can.”

      “I saw the vid, and read the book as well. That Icove business. You’ll find who took the life of this good young man.”

      Eyes blurred with tears, he hurried out.

      Eve sat, took a moment to clear away the grief that hung so thick in the air. Then pulled out her ’link.

      “Lowenbaum.” SWAT commander – the best she knew. “I need a consult.”

      “I’m getting rumors about Central Park.”

      “I’m confirming them. I need an expert consult.”

      “And to think I was going off tour. I can be at the rink in —”

      “Not the rink, not yet. I’ve got security feed, and I need a good screen. My place isn’t far from here. Can you come there?”

      “The Dallas Palace?”

      “Bite me, Lowenbaum.”

      He laughed, then just grinned at her. “Yeah, I can come there.” The grin faded. “I get conflicting numbers on vics.”

      “Three. And it’s my sense it could’ve been a hell of a lot worse.”

      “If it can get worse, it usually does.”

      “That’s why I need the consult. I think it could get worse. I have to do the notifications. Can you be there in an hour?”

      “Can do.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      She clicked off as Peabody came back.

      “I need you to go to the hospital – or check and see if the kid with the broken leg and his parents are still there. Wherever they are, go there. See what they saw, write it up. I’ll do the notifications.”

      “I’m still working on the security feeds. It’s a big park.”

      “Have them sent to my home and office units. We can start with sectors east of the rink. Have them sent to your home and office units, too. I want you to study them – get McNab to study them. You flag anything or anyone that looks off. If this came from inside the park, we’re looking for an individual with some sort of bag or case.”

      “If?”

      Eve stepped out of the office, scanned the empty locker room. “Because I’m betting it came from outside the park. We’re going to be looking at buildings with west-facing windows, starting with Sixth, working east until Lowenbaum tells me to stop.”

      “Lowenbaum?”

      “He’s coming in to consult. I want this rink feed on my screens at home, with equipment that doesn’t argue with me.”

      “Lowenbaum. He’s so cute.” At Eve’s steely stare, Peabody hunched her shoulders. “I’m with McNab through and through, but I can see cuteness through my eyes and my Cute-O-Meter. You have to admit, he ranks high on the Cute-O-Meter.”

      “Cute’s for kids and puppies – if you’re into kids and puppies. I’ll give you he’s frosty enough.”

      “Completely. I’ll push on the security feeds, and see if I can find anything new from the kid and his parents.” As she spoke, Peabody began to rewind her long scarf. “We’re going to be wading through piles of wit statements.”

      “Take the first ten. I’ll start on the rest. Let’s see if we can find anything that connects the three vics other than a visit to the skating rink. And let’s hope we do. If this was pure random, it’s already gotten worse.”

      As she stepped outside, Eve looked over the heads of the sweepers busy working on the scene, and stared east.

      Again she thought: It could get a lot worse.
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      Hard to say, Eve thought as she finally headed home, if notifying next of kin was worse in person or over the ’link. Either way, she had just sliced Ellissa Wyman’s parents in two, face-to-face, and had done the same to Brent Michaelson’s daughter, who was in Philadelphia on business, via ’link.

      Their lives would never be the same. Death changed everything, she knew, and murder added a bloody smear to the change.

      She had to cut through the grief – it blurred focus.

      No enemies, no threats, no trouble. No bitter exes, no big piles of coveted money. At this point, it appeared the three victims had been ordinary, law-abiding people.

      Wrong place, wrong time.

      But why those three – two of them regulars to the rink? Out of the dozens and dozens there, why those three?

      There was always a reason, she reminded herself. Even if the reason was bat-shit crazy.

      She toyed with reasons as she turned through the gates, started down the winding drive toward home.

      Lowenbaum’s remark broke through her theorizing.

      Dallas Palace? Seriously? Is that how some of the cops saw it?

      Maybe it did look something like a castle (was that the same thing as a palace?) with its grand stone walls catching the first glints of winter’s bright stars. It had towers and turrets, and with the white expanse of snow, the ice shimmering on denuded branches of trees, maybe it looked like something out of another time.

      Another world.

      But that was Roarke’s doing. He’d built it – his personal fortress in the heart of the city. And maybe it had impressed and intimidated the crap out of her at first – and for a while after. But now?

      It was home.

      Where fires would be burning, where the man she loved would look at her in a way that showed her, in an instant, she mattered. Where a cat would rub against her legs in greeting.

      Where, she thought as she parked at the front entrance, Summerset would loom in the foyer like a ghoul.

      Like he expected her to trail mud and blood over the pristine floors. And, okay, maybe she had, more than once. But not today.

      She checked her boots as she got out of the car, just in case.

      Today she didn’t have time to give or receive any shit.

      She stepped in, and there he was – bony, black-suited, stone-faced, with the pudgy cat sitting at his feet.

      “Save it,” she said before he could lead with whatever insult he’d devised for the day. “I’ve got a cop coming in. Lowenbaum. Send him straight up.”

      “And will your guest be joining you for dinner?”

      She figured the silky tone took the place of the insult – though the question itself threw her off. “I…”

      What the hell time was it? She had to force herself not to check her wrist unit, wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

      “He’s not a guest, he’s a cop. It’s work.”

      To get some of her own back, she walked around the cat rubbing against her legs, shrugged out of her coat, and tossed it over the newel post.

      “Naturally.”

      Ignoring him, she started up the stairs, the cat running behind her.

      She headed straight to her office, stopped short when she saw Roarke, leaning back against her desk.

      The man could stop her heart, then send it into full gallop. Just a look at him. They’d been married more than two years, she thought. Shouldn’t that ease off? Where was that in the Marriage Rules?

      But a man who looked like Roarke broke every rule.

      That absurdly beautiful face set off with the wild blue eyes of some Irish god, and the perfect poet’s mouth. The black hair, silkier than Summerset’s tone, tied back in work mode. The tall, lean length of him all in black – no tie or suit coat, the sleeves of his shirt rolled to the elbow.

      So he’d been home, and working, for some time.

      Yeah, the look of him broke the rules, stopped the heart. But it was that instant, just that instant when those amazing blue eyes met hers that sent it into the gallop.

      In them lived love. Just that simple, just that extraordinary.

      “You’re just in time,” he said, the Irish sliding through the words.

      “I – for what?”

      He simply held out a hand.

      She walked to him, and the first thing he did was draw her in, his clever hands skimming up her back as he brushed his lips to hers.

      Home, she thought again, and the last few hours dropped down on her, had her wrapping around him, leaning in. Knowing she could, here she could lean and not lose what she was.

      “You caught one,” he murmured. “It’s the murders at Wollman Rink, isn’t it? I thought of you as soon as I heard the bulletin.”

      “Yeah. I just left the first victim’s parents and her fourteen-year-old sister smashed to bits.”

      “The most brutal part of a brutal job. I’m sorry for it.”

      “Me, too.”

      He tipped her face back, brushed those lips over her forehead. “You’ll tell me. I think a glass of wine first – there’ll be plenty of coffee later, but a moment to settle for now.”

      “Don’t really have one. Lowenbaum’s on his way over. I need him to look at the security disc. I need a consult. He’s SWAT,” she began.

      “Yes, I remember him, quite well, from the Red Horse investigation last year. Why him, particularly?”

      “They were laser strikes, one strike for each vic, and each one lethal. And I think they came from outside Central Park.”

      “Outside? I see.”

      Because he did, because he could, it relieved her of long explanations.

      “Maybe one of them was a specific target, the other two cover. Maybe I’ll find a connection linking the three of them. But…” She shook her head. “I need to set up my murder board, start the book.”

      “I can help you with that.”

      “Yeah, thanks. Maybe if you —” She turned, and once again her heart stopped. But not in a good way.

      On her wall screen lived a pink and purple nightmare.

      Pink walls with purple squiggles framed a room filled with worse. Some sort of S-shaped seat sat in the middle of it all, carrying pink squiggles on purple, and that mounded with pillows in every color, with dizzying designs. And fringe.

      A chair angled toward it – pink again, with big green dots, and – were those feathers? Feathers rising up from the back in a bright rainbow fan.

      Under the window – framed in more feathers – a bright green glossy table stood flanked by two pink chairs – purple dots. The table held a huge purple vase full of weird flowers.

      Her heart started up again with a sputter as she spotted a U-shaped workstation, candy pink with a purple border.

      “This can’t be real.”

      “Charmaine put it together as a joke.” Roarke shifted so he could cup Eve’s face in his hands. “Which we’d both have enjoyed more if you didn’t have murder on your brain.”

      “A joke.”

      “Designing what we’ll call the polar opposite of what you want and need in the remodel here.”

      “Opposite.”

      “Completely opposite. I’ll add when she sent this, and the three actual designs, she said she thought the shock of this would smooth the way to the others.” He smiled now, traced a finger down the shallow dent in her chin. “Let’s take a moment, just scan the others, and see if she’s right. Just a quick glance. Then you won’t worry I’ve nudged you into doing something you’ll hate.”

      “You couldn’t nudge me into that with a stunner on full. But I don’t know if —”

      “Computer, Design One, on screen. As I said when we talked about updating your space, nothing you don’t want.”

      She started to argue, then saw the image. One of quiet colors, simple lines – and what had turned her tide in the first place – a big, kick-ass command center.

      “Not a trace of pink – not a single feather or flounce,” Roarke said. “Design Two, on screen.”

      Stronger colors, but rich rather than bright. Maybe a few more curves, maybe a little plush on the seating, but not embarrassing.

      “And Design Three, on screen.”

      She thought this one hit between. The colors muted, a little more streamlined on the furnishings.

      “Better?”

      “Anything would be.”

      “You’ll look at them later, when you’ve not so much on your mind.”

      “Okay. Take it down, will you? I hear somebody coming. It must be Lowenbaum.”

      His cop, Roarke knew, would be mortified if another cop discovered her considering interior design. He ordered the images off as she went to the door to greet.

      “Lieutenant Lowenbaum,” Summerset said, then backed away.

      He came in grinning. She’d still term him frosty, but she got Peabody’s Cute-O-Meter scale.

      “Let me say wow, some place.” He glanced around, quiet gray eyes taking in every detail. “You ever get lost?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I bet. Hey, Roarke.”

      “Lowenbaum.”

      “I just got here myself,” Eve said. “I haven’t set things up.”

      “No rush. Who’s this?” He crouched down to scratch the cat who’d prowled over to check him out.

      “Galahad.”

      “Oh, yeah, yeah, I heard the story. The cat tripped the asshole, saved your bacon. You took a hit.”

      “You heard the story?”

      “You take down a sitting U.S. senator, Dallas, the story goes around. Two different eye colors. Frosty.”

      “He’s a pretty good cat,” Eve told him as Galahad preened under Lowenbaum’s stroking hand.

      “More a dog man myself, but yeah, he’s a pretty good cat.” He straightened. “So.”

      “Would you like a beer, a glass of wine?”

      Eve frowned at Roarke’s invitation. “We’re working.”

      “Would a beer impair you, Lowenbaum?”

      A quick grin that came with a flash of dimples. “Not hardly, and I could go for one.”

      “As it happens we have a special brew, just arrived. Deputy Banner’s family brew,” Roarke told Eve. “As promised.”

      “The cop from Arkansas,” Eve explained. “Helped us bag those murdering lovebirds.”

      “Heard about that, too. Let’s have a home brew and see what you’ve got.”

      “Give me a sec.” Eve went to her desk as Roarke strolled into the adjoining kitchen. “Rink security disc. Peabody’s rounding up security from the rest of the park, but this shows all three strikes.”

      She plugged in the disc, gestured to the wall screen. “Run disc where cued, on screen. See the girl in red?”

      “Can’t miss her. She’s a beauty and she knows what she’s doing.”

      “Was, did.”

      Lowenbaum nodded at the screen as Ellissa took her last flight. Then his eyes flattened out at the next strike. And the third.

      “Run it again, cut the speed.”

      Roarke came back in, two brews hooked in one hand, a third in the other. He paused, watched the screen.

      “Okay, enhance the last strike, start a few seconds before, slow it more.”

      Eve ordered the enhancement, slowed the speed. Narrowed her eyes when she thought she caught the faintest flash.

      “Your shooter’s nest is east of the rink, and that kind of accuracy? He’s got serious training. That’s not luck. East of the rink and above.”

      “Above.”

      “ME should confirm that, unless I’m full of shit. Thanks,” he added to Roarke, took a beer. “I’m going to be surprised if general park security picks up anything. Even in New York, somebody’s going to notice somebody else climbing up a tree with a weapon, and I’m thinking higher anyway. Run it back, watch again.”

      “I thought I saw a flash, a red… glimmer.”

      “The beam. Sorry,” Roarke added.

      “No, you’re right.” Lowenbaum nodded approval as he continued to watch the screen. “A laser strike emits a beam. Hard to catch it, and it’s fast. You get this to the lab, they can clean it up more, bring it up more. But there.”

      Eve froze the image. “Yeah, I see it. And yeah, I can just make out an angle. East and above.”

      “My guess, even if this fucker climbed the park’s tallest tree, is tactical laser rifle.”

      “What’s the range on one of those?”

      “That’s going to depend on the weapon, and it’s sure as hell going to depend on the shooter. But if he’s good enough, equipped right? A mile and a half, two. Even more.”

      “A weapon like that? Has to be law enforcement or military. You can’t just pick one up at the local 24/7. Black market, maybe, a weapons runner, but that’s going to cost for one that’s not a piece of shit.”

      “Twenty large, easy,” Lowenbaum confirmed. “Even a licensed collector’s going to find one hard to come by – through legal means.”

      “A complicated process,” Roarke said, “but doable.”

      Eve turned to him. “You have one.”

      “Actually, three. A Stealth-LZR —”

      “You got an LZR?” Lowenbaum’s eyes shone like Christmas morning. “First man-portable laser rifle – pulse action. 2021 to ’23. Heavy, clunky, but a trained operator could strike a dime credit in just inside a mile.”

      “They’ve improved considerably since then. I have the Tactical-XT, such as your team would use, and a Peregrine-XLR.”

      “Shut up.” Lowenbaum pointed at Roarke. “You’ve got a Peregrine?”

      “I do.”

      “Those suckers are accurate for five miles, more in the right hands. They just released for military use last year. How did you…” Lowenbaum paused, took a sip of beer. “Don’t ask, don’t tell?”

      “All legal,” Roarke assured him. “Considerable finagling, but I’ve all the proper paperwork.”

      “Man. I’d love to see it.”

      “Of course.”

      “Really?”

      “What are the odds this shooter has something like that?” Eve began.

      “If he does, he could’ve taken the shot from goddamn Queens. I’d really like a look.”

      “You just want to play with the toys, but fine.”

      “We’ll take the elevator.” Roarke gestured.

      “You should have a look yourself,” Lowenbaum told Eve. “Get a gauge.”

      “I’ve seen your weapon, Lowenbaum. I’ve used a laser rifle a time or two.”

      “It’s more likely your shooter’s using a tactical – something in that range.” Lowenbaum stepped on the elevator with them. “Three strikes like that, in that time frame? You’ve got someone who’s got possession and training of a long-range laser rifle.”

      “Law enforcement, military – or former in either. I’ll get a list of collectors to add to that.”

      Eve stuck her hands in her pockets as the elevator opened outside the big secured doors of Roarke’s weapons room.

      Roarke laid his hand on the palm plate.

      When the doors opened, Lowenbaum let out a sound a man might make when seeing a naked woman.

      She supposed she couldn’t blame him. Roarke’s collection was a history of weaponry. Broadswords, stunners, thin silver foils, muskets, revolvers, maces, blasters, machine guns, combat knives.

      The glass display cases held centuries of death.

      She gave Lowenbaum a minute to wander and gawk.

      “You and Roarke can play with all the shoot-it, stab-it, stun-it, and blow-the crap-out-of-it toys later. Right now…”

      She gestured toward the display of laser weapons.

      Obliging her, Roarke deactivated the locks, opened the glass, took out the Peregrine.

      She’d never seen it, or its like before. And admitted, to herself, she’d like to test it out. But she said nothing as Roarke took it from its place, offered it to Lowenbaum.

      “Is it charged?”

      “It’s not, no. That would be… breaking the rules.” And Roarke smiled.

      With a half laugh, Lowenbaum lifted the weapon – black as death, sleek as a snake – to his shoulder. “Lightweight. Our tacticals weigh in at five-point-three pounds. Add another eight ounces if you’re carrying the optimum scope. Spare batt’s another three ounces. This is what, three pounds and change?”

      “Three and two. It’ll sync with a PPC, or you can use its infrared.” Now Roarke opened the door, took out a palm-sized handheld. “This will read up to fifteen miles. Battery life is seventy-two hours, full use, though I’m warned it will start to heat up at about forty-eight if not rested. Recharges in under two minutes.”

      Lowenbaum lowered it, turned it over it his hands. “You try it out?”

      “I did. Packs a recoil, but I’m told they’re working on that.”

      “Hit anything?”

      “Simulation only. Rang the bell for me at a mile and a quarter.”

      With obvious regret, Lowenbaum handed it back to Roarke. “She’s a beaut. But here’s your more likely.” He gestured at the bulkier weapon on display. “A military- or police-issue tactical. They haven’t changed much in the last five or six years. I’m going to say, high probability, he owns his weapon. It’s not something you take home after your tour like your service weapon. These are checked in and out, every incident. Most likely, again, for three strikes in that time frame, he had it on a bi- or tripod. Moving targets, and the first strike? She was moving at a good clip. Strike from one of these from a distance of – say a mile? It takes two and a half seconds to go from weapon to target. There’s wind speed to consider, but that’s about what you’ve got.”

      “You have to build that into the shot. Distance, wind speed, angle – speed of movement of the target.” Eve nodded. It told her the shooter had watched his targets for a while, judged their relative speed on the ice.

      “I never used a bipod – or not since weapons training. How much weight there, how big?”

      “A couple pounds, and you can scope them down to under a foot.”

      “The rifle breaks down, right?”

      “Sure.” He glanced at Roarke. “I can show you.”

      Roarke took it down, offered it to him.

      Lowenbaum checked the charge gauge, noted it was empty, but flicked the down switch anyway. “Safety first,” he said. Then he turned a small lever, separated the barrel, the charger, the scope, and had the weapon in four compact pieces in about ten seconds.

      “You could fit it into a standard briefcase broken down,” Eve observed.

      “Correct, but if you have any respect for your weapon, you have a case with molded slots for the parts.”

      “It wouldn’t get through security in a government building, a museum, that kind of public building.”

      “Not a chance,” Lowenbaum said.

      “Okay, so most likely an apartment building, a hotel, a retail or rental space of some kind.”

      She wandered, thinking, as Lowenbaum competently reassembled the weapon.

      “Who’s best at this sort of reconstruction at the lab?” she asked.

      “It’s going to be Dickhead,” Lowenbaum said.

      “Come on, does it have to be?” They called the chief lab tech Dickhead for a reason.

      “It does. You give him the push, I’ll work with him when I can.”

      “I won’t turn that down. Thanks.”

      “No thanks needed, because unless I’m way off, Dallas, you’ve got yourself an LDSK.”

      “An LDSK?”

      Eve turned to Roarke. “Long-distance serial killer.”

      “Cops,” he murmured. “Who else would have the acronym at hand?”

      “Wouldn’t need one if people weren’t so fucked-up. Who do you know who could make those three strikes?”

      Lowenbaum puffed out a breath. “I could. I’ve got a couple guys on my team who could. And yeah, I get you need to run them, but there’s no way. I know a few other guys, and I’ll make you a damn list. I’m going to say I know a few who could make the strikes. I don’t know anybody who would.”

      “Names would help anyway.”

      “And it could be a pro, Dallas. You can pull up a list there as easy as I can.”

      “I will. But who’d hire a pro to kill a part-time student/part-time barista – female vic. An OB/GYN – vic two. A high school history teacher?”

      “People are fucked-up,” Lowenbaum reminded her.

      “Yeah, they are.”

      “You’re the murder cop. You do what you do there, and I’ll do what I can on the tactical end. Three strikes like that?” The way he shook his head transmitted both admiration and concern. “The shooter’s feeling pretty fine right now.”

      “And feeling pretty fine, he’ll want to feel pretty fine again.”

       

      After Lowenbaum left, Eve set up her murder board, then sat to put together her notes and observations.

      “You’ll eat,” Roarke said – firmly.

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      “It’s the stew you like.” He solved the issue by pulling her out of her desk chair. “You can eat and think, and tell me what you know or what you think.”

      It helped when she did – and the stew thing smelled really good.

      “You know, before I caught this, I was in my office thinking, Hey, quiet evening at home. A little wine, a little dinner, maybe a vid, a little sex.”

      Because he knew how much coffee she’d drink in the next few hours, he pushed her water glass toward her. “We’ll fit some of that in, won’t we?”

      “The girl, Ellissa Wyman. I already had the gut feeling, but as soon as I reviewed the security feed, I knew. The way she flew. Had to be high impact, and nobody on the rink or around saw anything. You don’t get off three streams without somebody seeing something. You sure as hell don’t get them off when a cop reviews the tape, byte by byte, and sees nothing. The odds of me finding where those strikes initiated? I wouldn’t bet on me.”

      He reached over, covered her hand with his. “I would.”

      “Yeah, but you’re rich, and soft on me. I’m hoping Lowenbaum can help narrow down the area, but even then…”

      She shook her head, ate. The stew tasted every bit as good as it smelled. “The girl? Nineteen, lived at home. Solid middle class. No current boyfriend. Ex is in college in Florida. No animosity between them. In fact, they tried the long-distance thing for almost a year before they drifted apart. Still friendly. She dates a little, but nothing serious. Skates for the joy of it, hoping to join a troupe – started when she was about eight, and fell in love. She’s a regular at the rink, so I have to consider her as a specific target.”

      “She stood out,” Roarke said. “Her grace, the look of her.”

      “Yeah, she did. Can’t say the same about the first male: Brent Michaelson. Ordinary-looking guy, nothing flashy. But he’s another regular. Not as often as the girl, but regular, routine. Divorced, but years ago. Civil relationship with the ex-wife. Tight with the daughter, enough that they’d all get together for dinner at the ex-wife’s for birthdays and holidays – no drama. He liked to take his grandkids skating now and then. He’s skated for years, nothing fancy. Said it helped him keep in shape, helped reduce stress.”

      “And the last?” Roarke said. “The one who was killed while holding his wife’s hand.”

      “Yeah. You pay attention. Today’s their anniversary. Five years. They were re-creating their first date. Some people knew they were going to the rink, but from what I can gather not many – it was more a personal thing. And what time they’d be there wasn’t laid out.”

      “You see him as random. They all may be, but you’re more certain he was. If one of the others was specific, then potentially two of them were no more than cover, so all would appear random.”

      “I think all or two out of three. I have to hope for two out of three, because then it’s done. Or probably done. Like Lowenbaum said, the shooter’s feeling pretty fine. More, if one is target specific, I’ll damn well find out who and why. But if all three were pulled out of a damn hat…”

      “If it was all random, why the rink?”

      He thought like a cop, but since he was being so helpful, she wouldn’t insult him by mentioning it. “Public, big impact. Media frenzy. That would be a high motive for an LDSK. Maybe he has a problem with the rink itself. Maybe his wife, girlfriend, boyfriend, whatever, dumped him there. Maybe he used to skate but sustained an injury so he’s pissed at skaters.”

      She brooded over it – so many maybes. “She’s pregnant. The wife of the third vic. She just found out, hadn’t even told him yet. Was going to tell him over the first-date lunch re-creation.”

      Roarke let out a sigh. “The ripples go on and on, don’t they? It’s never just the victim, just the dead, you stand over. It’s also those they leave behind.”

      “Her father’s Irish – a little more of an accent than you, but just a little. I think he and the ex have the civil, but I doubt they have holiday meals together, you know? But they were a unit around the daughter. And he – the father – stayed back with me for a minute, talked about his son-in-law. You could see he loved him.

      “It matters,” she said, reaching for her water, “because I think he’s going to be the least of it. If one of the others was target specific, he’ll be the least. An afterthought.”

      “Not for you, Eve.”

      “She was first. The girl in red. Couldn’t miss her, like Lowenbaum said. Wouldn’t you take out the target first, make sure you did the job? Part of me leans there. But then, I think, how cocky are you, you bastard? And it seems to me somebody who can do this, who does this, that’s plenty cocky.”

      “So you bookend the target – one before, one after.”

      “Just another maybe.”

      “How can I help?”

      She looked over at him. “You were working when I got home.”

      “No, actually, I’d just finished what I was doing when those designs came through. I was looking at them a second time when you came home. I’ve nothing I need to do.”

      He took her hand again. “I’m sorry for the wife, the parents, and all the other ripples. But it’s the girl, that girl in red, who’ll haunt me for a while. She had such joy on her face, such freedom in her movements. He ended that. I’d like to help you find who ended that.”

      Home, she thought again. Him. Where she could lean and not lose who and what she was.

      “Collectors. Of the tactical, since Lowenbaum figures most likely there, but of anything that could make those strikes from outside the park.”

      “That’s easy enough. Give me something a bit more challenging.”

      “Okay. Buildings, east of the park, let’s say between Fifty-Seventh and Sixty-First. All the way back to the river. We’ll eliminate any with solid screening. It’s going to be a long enough list. And Lowenbaum said above, so buildings over four floors. We can jog that up or down if they can pinpoint angles more closely.”

      She ate more stew, cocked her head. “How many of them do you figure you own?”

      He picked up his wine, smiled. “Won’t it be interesting to find out?”

       

      With Roarke in his adjoining office, Eve settled down to the routine that was never really routine. Running backgrounds on the victims and witnesses, on staff, running probabilities. She wrote up a comprehensive report, read it over, added more.

      Then she sat back, fresh coffee in her mug, boots on her desk, and studied her board.

      Why only three? That stuck in her gut. The speed and accuracy said this shooter could have taken a dozen, or more, within minutes. If the motive, as the general rule applied to LDSKs, was panic and fear: Why only three?

      And why these three?

      The girl in red made a bright target. The color, her youth, her skill, her speed and grace. Maybe a specific target, but all those attributes leaned Eve toward of the moment.

      The third victim, part of a couple – and not regulars. Their plans to be on the ice on that day, at that time, not widely known outside a tight circle.

      Of the moment again.

      But the second victim. The obstetrician, the regular. That rink, that time, that day of the week habitual.

      If there had been a specific target, her personal probability index rated Brent Michaelson high.

      But it was a big if.

      All random?

      She rose with her coffee and circled her board, studied the positions of the bodies.

      Then why only three?

      “Computer, run crime scene security video, back one minute from cue-up.”

      
         

        Acknowledged…

      

      Leaning back on the desk, she watched the skaters, studied the three victims as they moved on the ice. Then the first hit, the second, the last.

      Some continued to skate for several more seconds, providing more targets. Others started to panic, rush, and stumble toward the exit, even over the wall. More targets. The two Good Samaritan medicals moved in, providing more targets, easier ones, she considered, than the three victims had been.

      But only three, only those specific three.

      The shit would hit, of course. The media would ring that gong and the killings would be top of the reports and stories for at least a few days. But take a dozen – kill or injure – that’s top story for weeks.

      That goes global.

      Three dead meant a good chunk of people would avoid the rink, so possibly a motive against the rink itself. If she’d been holding that laser rifle and had a hard-on against the rink, she might have taken the girl in red, another target, but then she’d have taken out one of the security staff and at least one of the medicals.

      “Three taken out,” she murmured, still watching the screen. “Organized, skilled, had to plan this out in advance. So three was the goal. No more, no less.”

      She stopped the screen, went back to her desk to read the background on the victims yet again.

      When Roarke sent her the list of collectors – in New York, all boroughs, and in New Jersey – with registered weapons that could have been used, she started backgrounds on all twenty-eight of them, searched for connections to the three victims, or the rink itself.

      With more coffee, she got halfway through the list before Roarke came out.

      “A collector’s license for a laser rifle – any make, model, or year – is twenty-five large.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Most of the licenses I’ve been through are to rich dudes. A couple so far grandfathered from a relative. The screening’s pretty thorough, but that doesn’t mean your average violent offender doesn’t slip through.”

      “A problem in all areas of life.” Bypassing the coffee, Roarke opted for two fingers of whiskey. “I’ve got your buildings.”

      “Already?”

      “The longest part of the process was designing a program that met the criteria. After that?” He shrugged, sipped.

      “You designed a program?” About half the time, she thought, she could barely operate a program without getting pissed off.

      “I did. An interesting experiment.”

      “E-geeks are handy. You have the list of potential buildings?”

      “I am, and I do. But I thought you’d like a visual. When your office is redone, we’ll be able to do this via hologram, but for now…” He set down his whiskey and gestured for her to stand, took her place, tapped some keys.

      A slice of Manhattan flashed on screen.

      “These are the boundaries you gave me, from the crime scene back to the river, with the north and south streets. And here…” He tapped another set of keys, and buildings began to fade away.

      “Okay, okay, I get it. High-security buildings eliminated. Excellent.”

      “And buildings under four stories.”

      “Right. So these building remaining are potential nests. I need —”

      “There’s more.” Because he was quick, and she was focused on the screen, he had her pulled into his lap before she could object.

      “Working, ace.”

      “So am I. What you see are buildings with a reasonably clear sight line to the targets. But —” Keeping an arm around her waist, he keyed in some more. Several other buildings faded off. “I eliminated those with mid- to high-level security. You might need to factor those in at some point, as there are always ways around security, but for now, those remaining are zero to low-level. Apartments, mid-range hotels, SROs, and flops, your occasional studio for dance or art classes or what have you, a couple of office spaces.”

      “With low-level available, why risk high? But yeah, better to have them on tap if nothing else pans out. If I could —”

      “Still more.”

      With another tap, thin blue and red lines flashed on.

      “The blue is your possible – windows or rooftop of these buildings. Red is high probability, again factoring in your theory with Lowenbaum, from the east, low-security building.”

      She started to rise to her feet to get a closer look, but got pulled back down. And considering all, relaxed into it.

      “The program contains an algorithm, utilizes your crime scene footage, with calculations built in for the wind speed, temperature, probable velocity and angle, and… more math and calculations than you want to hear about.”

      “You built a program that factors the variables with the known, and gives visual probabilities.”

      “In simple terms, more or less.”

      “You’re not just handy. This is e-genius level.”

      “Modesty doesn’t prevent me from agreeing. Actually, it was an interesting bit of work.”

      A lot of buildings – a hell of a lot, she considered. But also a hell of a lot less than she’d had to consider a couple hours before.

      So she hooked an arm around his neck, shifted enough to look at him. “I bet it’s not free.”

      “Darling, your appreciation is all the payment I need.”

      “And sex.”

      “I thought they were one in the same.” Smiling, he kissed her.

      “This probably rates appreciation sex.” But for now, she shifted again, studied the screen. “How about the buildings with high probability that also have privacy screens – standard.”

      “Ah, clever girl. You’d hardly want some passerby or gawking tourist with a camera catching you poised with a weapon in a window.”

      “And working windows. Why shoot through glass? Why have to cut through glass – unless the LDSK used his own office or home window. That leaves a trail to follow.”

      “Give me a minute. No, I can work around you very well,” he said when she started to get up again. “Though your new command center will simplify this as well.”

      He programmed the new parameters manually, and quickly, in a way she’d never comprehend, then ordered the new results on screen.

      “That took out five more – or six maybe. How many do —”

      “Wait for it. Computer, split screen with identifying data on current display.”

      
         

        Acknowledged. Working…

      

      “So I’ll be able to do this holographically?”

      “You will, or I will until you get the hang of it.”

      “I know how to holo.” More or less. “Even with this setup.”

      “Simpler and advanced from what you can do now from here or, from my standpoint, at Central. And there you are.”

      She had addresses and the types of buildings. And with each building address were the floors that fit the criteria. The tally was twenty-three buildings.

      “I can work with twenty-three. And if this leads me to the nest, you can count on extreme appreciation sex.”

      “Would that include costumes and props?”

      She rolled her eyes. “It hasn’t led me anywhere yet.”

      “Perhaps a small advance.” He nipped lightly at the back of her neck.

      “Get your brain off sex.”

      “That would be beyond my programming capabilities. But until I collect my fee, you’ll want to cross-search the licenses, and the victims, with the twenty-three buildings.”

      “Just exactly right. Before I do that, let me ask you this: You’re an LDSK – organized, skilled, controlled.”

      “You assume controlled?”

      “Three vics only. Literally dozens who could have been killed or injured – making a bigger impact, giving a bigger thrill. If impact and thrill are motives. So yeah, I assume controlled. Whether or not these three, or any of these three, are target specific: Would you use your own home – your apartment, even your office – as your nest?”

      “Interesting question.” He picked up his whiskey again to mull it over. “The advantage there would be time. You’d have all the time in the world to observe the target area from that nest. Complete privacy, and the opportunity to take any number of dummy test strikes from the position.”

      “Huh. Hadn’t thought of the last one yet, but it applies. Practice, and practice from the exact spot. It weighs. Disadvantages?”

      “Clever cops, such as my own, diligently working through the potentials. Risking that clever cop making a connection. And an office? Unless it’s merely a front, most would have others working there, at least an assistant, building cleaning crew, and so on. Residence? Does your killer live alone, does whoever he might live with join in his desire to kill?

      “I’d be more inclined to rent a space under an assumed name – which takes a bit of work,” he added, “but would be worth it. That office space, small apartment, hotel room. Then after this was done, abandon it.”

      “So would I.” She nodded, as her thought process had run along the same lines. “Can’t rule out the other, but so would I. I’d trade the convenience of operating out of my own space for the lesser risk of using a temporary space. Hotels, work or living spaces leased within the last six months. He’s controlled, but I can’t see him using a rented space for longer. Okay.”

      Roarke held her in place another moment, then released her. “Why don’t you do that cross-search. I’ll do the other.”

      She rose, as did he, but she turned to him. “When this office thing happens, you could work in here on this kind of thing, if you wanted. Take the cop stuff out of your own space.”

      “I don’t mind the cop stuff in my space.”

      “I know. We’ll add that into the appreciation sex. I’ll look at the designs again when I finish this, pick one.”

      “If one suits.”
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