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To games played in the dark.
You know who you are.




ONE


[image: ]arriage. It was a double-edged sword, or at least it was for Nikki Heat. Her husband, Jameson Rook, infuriated her in a way no one else in her entire life had ever done. He also took her to heights of pleasure she’d never experienced. But most of all, she loved the man with all her heart and she’d do anything to protect him. Which is just what she had done not so long ago. It had almost cost them everything. She’d beaten herself up over pushing Rook away during her last big case. In the end, she’d done what she had to so he’d be safe. But at what cost? Working with Derrick Storm had taken her away from the things she loved. The man she loved. But it had also brought her to her mother. She’d gained, but she’d lost. Why was life so complicated?


Her mind swirled back to a single word—Reykjavík. It invoked titillating memories of the earliest days of her marriage to Rook. Their honeymoon had taken them from the green hills of western Switzerland, to terraced vineyards and remote fishing villages in Italy, to Buddhist temples in Tibet. Reykjavík. It sent her mind on a vivid reenactment of every blissful moment she and Rook had spent together exploring wondrous parts of the world. And of each other. Warmth spiraled through every part of her body. In short, their code word, Reykjavík, set her on fire.


For a short time, they’d been in a good place again. Back where they belonged—together. But now there was another word just as powerful as Reykjavík, and far less metaphoric. Actually, it wasn’t one word, but three hyphenated words. Three very literal hyphenated words that, instead of igniting passion for her husband, turned her body stone cold.


Writer-in-residence.


She only had to think writer-in-residence to have a layer of Arctic ice form inside her. And not even a Hudson River barge full of his cavalier charm could melt it. In fact, for once, she almost felt immune to that charisma, focused as she was on the fact that Rook would be leaving. It wouldn’t be for very long, but still . . .


She chastised herself. She was a captain, for Christ’s sake, and a damn good one. She’d paid her dues to get to where she was, starting where everyone did, as a rookie, and climbing the proverbial ladder. Patrol. Sergeant. Squad leader. Lieutenant. Detective. And now she led New York City’s Twentieth Precinct detective squad.


It was a damn good squad. And she was damn proud of it.


The fact that her husband taking a stint as a writer-in-residence at his alma mater could rub her so wrong was her failing. He was her Achilles’ heel. Depending on someone was something she was not comfortable with. And falling in love with Jameson Rook hadn’t changed her fundamental wiring. But it did make that wiring zip and zing and go haywire sometimes. They hadn’t even gotten to the down and dirty details of the thing. She’d shut him down each time he’d started to tell her. If she didn’t know the specifics, it wasn’t real.


“The coatroom,” Rook whispered in Nikki’s ear. “We’ve never, mmm, explored our passion, to put it delicately, in a coatroom.”


She came back to the moment. Her skin tingled from the heat of his breath on her neck, but she kept her body still. Her voice steady. It was a game she liked to play: pretend that her husband didn’t move her as much as he did. It thrilled them both. “Does this place even have a coatroom?”


“If it doesn’t, it should.” He took her hand, tugging gently to rouse her from her seat. “Inquiring minds want to know. Shall we investigate, Detective?”


“Captain to you, Mr. Rook.”


“Does that mean you’ll wear your captain’s hat for me? Just that, and nothing else.” He stroked his chin. “On second thought, maybe your tie.”


She pulled her hand free, shaking her head at him. “Rook,” she said, making her tone take on a trace of warning to hide the saucy response she wanted to give. My hat, my tie, and my handcuffs. “Tonight you need to be a grown-up. It’s an awards ceremony—”


He sat back in his chair, arms folded across his chest. “My idea was so much more fun,” he said, pouting.


“And you’re nominated.”


There was a gleam in his eyes, a light that never ceased to amaze her. Jameson Rook was a kid at heart. Tragedy and death had been left on her doorstep, obliterating the lighthearted side of her, but Rook had grown up in a loving household with a mother who indulged him far too much. He had saved Heat from the tragedy of her own story, and the glint she saw in him now reminded her how much she loved him. How much she needed him.


“If we leave now, you’ll miss the chance to hear your name called,” she said. His mouth quirked just the tiniest bit and she knew she had him. “You might even win.”


This rattled him. He spun his head to face her. “Might win? If I don’t win, it’ll be the crime of the century. No other journalist has done as much for this city as I have.” He started ticking off the list of his journalistic credits on his fingers. “I mean, this year alone, I put the spotlight on corruption at the hands of the New York and New Jersey crime families, I uncovered a scam of the highest level at only the most elite Upper West Side preschool, I stopped—”


“Exactly. You deserve this award,” Nikki said, and she meant it. Jamie worked hard, digging deep for a story. He was not afraid of getting his hands dirty, and he always sought the truth. “All the more reason not to go in search of the—probably nonexistent”—she whispered that last part to herself—“coatroom. You need to be here when they announce your name.”


He rubbed his hands together before placing them palms down on the tops of his thighs, leaning forward in anticipation. All thoughts of a coatroom encounter had been wiped from his mind, at least for the time being. She nodded with satisfaction. Her job was done. Rook would wait with bated breath until his category was announced. It really was an honor, and she was proud to be on his arm. To be his wife.


They’d both dressed for the occasion. He was dapper in a pinstriped bespoke suit from Nolita’s exclusive Duncan Quinn store. Its classic cut made him look like a secret agent, à la James Bond. Which brought no complaints from her.


She had opted for a just-above-the-knee sleeveless sweetheart dress with a dark pink background and intricate black flowers embossed in velvet. In her experience, it was always cold in venues like this, so she’d brought along a lightweight black shawl to keep her bare shoulders covered, if necessary.


So far, she hadn’t needed to use it, and Rook suddenly seemed to notice. “Did I tell you how stunning you look?” he said, his eyes scanning her appreciatively.


“Once or twice,” she said, the heat she suddenly felt making her think maybe she’d been too hasty in dismissing his coatroom idea.


Like happened so many times when they were together, he seemed to know just what she was thinking. “Rethinking the coatroom rendezvous, aren’t you?”


She shrugged noncommittally. “Am I?”


“Oh, you definitely are. You forget how well I know you, Heat.”


She met his gaze, upping her level of nonchalance. She wanted to turn the tables. To drive him to distraction instead of the other way around. “Just how well do you know me?”


“I know your mind,” he said.


“You do, huh?” she said, schooling her face to keep him from seeing that she wanted to find that coatroom, and pronto.


He flicked his eyebrow up. “I do.”


“Okay,” she said, challenging him. “What am I thinking right now?”


He lightly pressed his fingers against his temples as if he were a clairvoyant, and raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Why, Nikki Heat, you are a naughty, naughty woman. I can’t wait for you to get me alone.”


She scoffed to hide the fact that he’d been dead-on. “That was a lucky guess,” she said.


The angle of his head told her he didn’t buy that. “I don’t do lucky guesses.”


“So what am I thinking now?” she challenged.


He rubbed his hands together. “I’m liking this game, Heat.”


“Quit stalling, Rook. Give me your second sight.”


“I know your body,” he continued, speaking slowly. Suggestively. “Every square inch, and every firing neuron.” He gave her a playfully salacious grin and let his gaze travel up and down her body. “I know your toes. Your calves. Your shoulders.” He paused, his eyes lingering on the rise of her breasts.


She fanned herself with her hand. “Where’s that coatroom?”


“Oh, but Heat, there’s more.”


She closed her eyes for a beat. Her body and her mind—God, she was dying inside. What more could he do to her from across the table?


He leaned toward her, dropping his voice to a whisper. “I know your heart, Nikki Heat. I know your heart like no other, and you melt mine.”


She was melting, too. She’d had plenty of men in her life, but none that made her feel the way Rook did. “How’d I get so lucky, Jamie?” she asked as she leaned in and kissed him.


She felt his smile against her lips. “How did I?”


They parted and he raised his hand to summon an imaginary waiter. “Garçon, if you please. The coatroom! The coatroom! My kingdom for a coatroom!”


“Ah, but sadly, there is no coatroom. Now is the season of our discontent.” Although she’d graduated from college with a degree in criminal justice, she’d had enough time as an English and then theater major to learn the classics.


They sat at a ten-person round table in the center front of a historic nineteenth-century Brooklyn rope factory. The exposed brick and original woodwork carried the history of two hundred years. They’d had a drink on the roof-deck before the ceremony began, and those thirty minutes, with a picture-perfect view of the New York City skyline, had made the evening more remarkable than it already was.


Now, as the low buzz of the room died down, they directed their attention to the stage at the front of the room. Suspended from exposed beams and perfectly centered behind the stage was the event’s signage: THE NELLIE BLY ANNUAL EXCELLENCE IN JOURNALISM AWARD. The emcee, an old college chum of Rook’s, spoke into the microphone clipped to his lapel. Instead of standing behind the protection of the podium, he worked the stage, as if he were about to give a TED Talk.


“Freedom of the press,” he began. “That concept, first adopted in 1791, at a time when ‘press’ meant only books and newspapers and pamphlets. It was more than a century later that the first radio was invented . . .”


Rook leaned back in his chair, drawing in a deep breath, the smile still gracing his lips. “Settle in, my love. Raymond Lamont is nothing if not long-winded.”


Nikki could have pegged Raymond Lamont as a blowhard, even without Rook’s pronouncement. His stick-straight back; the casual way he put his hands in his pants pockets, as if he was going to be up there for a while; the slow storytelling tone of his voice laced with awareness of his own self-importance.


Rook continued. “We are about to get an entire lesson about the significant import of ethical journalism, holding government accountable, the founding fathers—” Here Rook pointed toward the ceiling, dropped his voice an octave, and launched into a dramatic speech: “ ‘A government without newspapers or newspapers without government, I should not hesitate for a moment to prefer the latter.’ ”


Nikki could appreciate Rook’s embodiment of one of the founding fathers of the country. “Jefferson?” she asked.


“Very good.” Rook nodded approvingly. “A-plus to your high school history teacher. He—or she—did a good job.”


“A-plus to me for studying hard,” she amended, “but really, it wasn’t that difficult to figure out. ‘The founding fathers’ was a pretty big clue.”


“It was, wasn’t it?” He leaned close to her, the sides of their heads touching. “I adore how you hang on my every word, Detective.”


“Captain,” she corrected.


“Right.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Do captains still get to have handcuffs?”


“Oh yeah,” she said. “With a key to the supply room.”


“Ah, unlimited. Excellent.”


The room broke into spontaneous applause, once again drawing Nikki’s and Rook’s attention back to the stage. “What’d we miss?” Rook’s face had fallen, making him look more like a toddler who’d dropped his cupcake than the seasoned journalist he was. Whatever had struck a chord with the crowd was in the past. Raymond had moved on.


“Fake news has been the bane of the media,” he said, “but like the founding fathers intended”—Rook shot Nikki a knowing look—“the media is a check-and-balance system for our government. We must work hard, and with integrity, ensuring that the good citizens of the United States stay informed on topics of importance and of interest, presented to them with honesty and integrity.”


After another round of applause, Raymond Lamont finally got to the nominees. “The Nellie Bly Award may not be the Pulitzer, but it is, nonetheless, a valuable and important award within journalistic circles. For those who don’t know, Nellie Bly managed to insert herself as a patient at a mental hospital, ultimately revealing the deplorable conditions and the mistreatment of the other patients there. It was the first exposé of its kind—a true commitment to discovering and revealing the truth, no matter the cost.


“Although we can have only one winner for the prestigious Nellie Bly Award, tonight we honor four outstanding journalists.” Nikki heard and promptly dismissed the first three names Raymond Lamont spoke, but then he said, “And for his revealing exposé on corruption in local government, Jameson Rook.”


Rook smiled sheepishly, as if he were shy of the spotlight. He played his part effortlessly. When he graced the room with a royal wave, Nikki couldn’t hold in her laughter. “You missed your calling,” she said once she’d caught her breath. “You could be up for an Oscar instead of a Nellie Bly with your acting ability.”


He turned his roguishly handsome face to Nikki, looking like a hurt puppy. “Are you implying that I am not sincere? I am honored”—he pressed his palm to his chest—“truly honored to be nominated and—”


“The winner is . . . Jameson Rook!”


Once again, the room broke out in applause; this time, however, people rose to their feet.


“I won?” Rook said with disbelief. “I won.” This time it wasn’t so much a question as it was a statement of fact. And then, finally, he jumped to his feet. He looked down at her, his grin gleeful. “I won!”


Nikki nodded, clapping and smiling. His enthusiasm was contagious. “Of course you won. You’re the best. Now go give your speech.”


He quickly withdrew a stack of notecards from the inner pocket of his suit coat, blew her a kiss, and ambled up to the stage. He and Lamont hugged, the latter patting Rook on his back. “Well deserved, you son of a bitch,” he said, not realizing that his mic was still hot. “Well deserved. Sure hope I don’t have to share office space at Cam U with you and your big head.”


Rook stepped back and put his hands on Raymond Lamont’s shoulders. Even from where she sat, Nikki could see the giddiness in her husband’s smile. “Double the honor to be presented by you,” he said for the whole room to hear. “And me and my big head will always make room for you, Ray.”


The room erupted in applause and Lamont spun around. “Shit,” he said, then looked horror-struck. “Erm, sorry, folks.” He scanned the crowd, looking for whoever was supposed to be on top of the technical side of things. Rook, for his part, brushed down his lapels and stepped up to the floor mic, not looking the least bit put off by the malfunction. “What’s a little colorful language between friends and writers?” he asked to more applause. And then he launched into his acceptance speech. “Conspiracy theories,” he began. “They inspired my love of investigation . . .”


Nikki crossed her legs, sipped from her glass of chardonnay, and sat back. If she knew anything about Jameson Alexander Rook, it was that this might take a while.




TWO


[image: ]ook was 100 percent in his element at the awards ceremony. Whereas Nikki preferred to live her life privately, Jameson Rook liked to live his out loud. Screaming out loud, sometimes, if she was being honest. This fundamental difference between them made life interesting, to say the least.


He worked the room; she surveyed it. Such was their dynamic. She’d learned long ago, after losing her mother—only not, since, of course, her mother was back from the dead—that it was foolish to let her guard down. You never knew what maelstrom was brewing just off scene.


She kept to the perimeter to have the best view of the entire room, catching snippets of conversations as she moved. She came upon two women staring at Rook from across the room.


“Good-looking and smart. Quite a catch,” one of them said.


“But off the market,” said the other.


The first one gave a knowing nod. “Married—”


“To a cop. Have you seen her?”


“No, but he’s such a hottie. I’m sure she doesn’t deserve him.”


Nikki’s jaw dropped. She didn’t deserve him? Who were these women to pass judgment on her?


“She’s gorgeous, Sue,” the other woman said. “They’re like the perfect power couple. I heard Jameson Rook interviewed a few weeks ago. He gushed over her. ‘The perfect combination of brains and beauty,’ he said. You should have seen his face. That man is in love.”


“Isn’t she here?”


The first woman nodded. “Tall. Perfect skin. She could have been a model, you know.”


“So why did she become a cop?”


They looked at each other, giving simultaneous shrugs.


Nikki left them to their conjecture and speculation about her relationship with Rook and her choice of career, shaking her head. The things people spent their time talking about.


Nikki kept on, skirting around a raucous table of journalists. “The piece was mediocre, at best,” one of them was saying.


“Right!” another said, following the exclamation with a hard palm to the table. The salt and pepper shakers jumped, and the cocktail glasses rocked on their bases.


“You’re just jealous,” a third person at the table, a woman dressed from head to toe in black sequins, said. “That piece on Lindsy Gardner and the bribery . . . It was pretty good.”


Nikki wanted to lean over the table, slam her palm against it, and say, “Damn straight, it was good.” That story had it all. Greed. Power. Long-lost mother. Near-death experience. Rook had captured it all with aplomb, as he liked to say.


Nikki wandered on, picking up on other chatter. Just scattered words, mostly, that floating out there by themselves meant nothing. Finally, after a solid twenty minutes, she sidled up behind Rook, slipped her arm around his waist, and leaned in close. “Ready to blow this Popsicle stand, big boy?”


But instead of picking up the thread of her flirtatious proposition, he grabbed her wrist, yanked it clear of his body, and whipped her around until she tottered on her heels next to him. “Blow this Popsicle stand? What, are you crazy? We can’t leave now. I’m just getting started. See those guys?” he asked, clutching his tumbler in his hand as he pointed to a cluster of people.


“What I see are very few women. I mean, come on, Rook. You can’t tell me that women never write award-winning pieces.”


He fluttered his hand in front of her. “Well, of course they do. Don’t be a ninny. I did just win the Nellie Bly award. And look. Look over there,” he said, and once again, he was pointing. “That’s Rebecca Reisenbold. Just last year, she won the very exclusive—” He stroked his chin. “Now what was that award?”


Nikki shook her head. “You are proving my point, Rook.”


His fluttering hand turned into a wave. “No, no, no. Nikki Heat, you are not going to get me all verklempt—”


She grinned, feeling it stretch the entire width of her face. She came up closer to him again, slipping her hand under his jacket and letting it snake around his middle. “Aw, but baby, don’t you want me to get you all verklempt?”


She felt him stiffen. Oh yeah, she had him. She knew his eyes were probably rolling back slightly. If they were in a cartoon, his clutch on his tumbler would have shattered it. What were usually ordinary words coming from his mouth had turned to unintelligible gibberish. “I can . . . do . . . verk . . . now . . . coatroom,” he said, his eyes now half-closed.


She took hold of his tie and pulled him into motion. “Like I said. Let’s blow this Popsicle stand.”


“Oh yeah,” he said again, following like a tiger she’d tamed. “Let’s blow something.”


Without missing a step, she set her wine glass down on a nearby table. Rook, still her lapdog, did the same with his tumbler. They were almost at the door, where they could hail a cab to take them back to their Tribeca loft. No one had stopped them. No one had noticed. She pushed against the door. Almost there—


“Jamie, where in the devil are you off to?” The booming voice of Raymond Lamont stopped them in their tracks. He sauntered up beside them, clapping Rook on the back with one hand, a tumbler of whiskey on the rocks in the other.


Damn, Nikki thought. They’d been so close.


A young woman appeared from behind Lamont. Surely not his date, Nikki thought, although it wouldn’t surprise her. It was the ultimate cliché for a professor to date a student.


“Thought we’d call it an early night,” Rook said. Heat kept her hand on his arm, hoping she could still guide him out into the Brooklyn evening while it was early enough to walk along the waterfront when they got back to Tribeca.


He nodded his greeting to Nikki, then smiled. “Say no more. Beautiful night for lovers.”


Nikki cringed. She didn’t dislike Lamont, but God, he could be such a windbag. He was interesting—he was smart. He wore an earring, and she’d glimpsed the tattoo on his inner wrist once when his long sleeve had slipped up. But he often drank too much, and now was one of those times. He was far less stable on his feet than he’d been onstage, and his words slurred.


“But before you go, my fine people,” he continued, “let me introduce you to a member of your fan club. Chloe Masterson, Jameson Rook.” Lamont ushered the young woman forward.


Nikki had spent half her life as an observer, trying to understand why people did what they did and said what they said. She’d learned to size up a person pretty quickly, although she also withheld judgment until she had more information. Her first impression of this girl was that she was confident and strong and knew how to get what she wanted. She had shoulder-length black hair held back with a simple thin hairband. Clear skin and a lean figure told Nikki that the young woman took care of herself. Her mascaraed eyes and pink plump lips said that she cared about her appearance, but not overly so. And her evening dress, a simple black knee-length sheath, looked like she belonged in it. She owned the dress, rather than the dress owning her.


She gave a forced smile, Nikki noticed, clearly not liking the introduction Lamont had given her. “It’s very nice to meet you,” she said, adding, “and I’m actually a journalism student.”


Lamont thrust his shoulders back, said, “I stand corrected,” and threw back his drink.


Chloe clearly had wanted to speak to Rook, and she’d gotten Raymond Lamont to give her an introduction, more evidence of her determination and strength. Nikki could see that this girl went after what she wanted. “I admire your work so much,” Chloe said.


“Well. I can’t say I ever get tired of hearing that,” Rook answered, the quintessential twinkle in his eye. “Would you like an autograph? Or a picture? Do you have a cell phone?” Before she could answer, he turned to Nikki. “Would you do the honors?”


“No, no, Mr. Rook, I’m not a fan—” She blushed, but quickly regained her composure. “That’s not what I meant. I’m sorry. Of course I’m a fan, but that isn’t why I wanted to meet you.”


“Do tell,” Rook said, intrigued.


“Let me,” Lamont boomed. “Ms. Masterson is one of Cam U’s best and brightest. She’s you, Rook, when you were at the university. Of course, you exceeded expectations, and her editor is not near as talented as yours.” He guffawed. “But we won’t go there.”


“Let me guess, you were his editor?” Nikki asked, smirking so only Rook could see. Rook exceeding expectations was putting it mildly.


“Editor in chief. Perhaps the greatest experience I had. It led me down a winding path, but ultimately to become the dean of the very journalism program that produced us both,” Lamont said, squeezing Rook’s shoulder. “Chloe here is a go-getter just like we were.”


“Are,” Rook inserted. “Just like we are. Hide a carrot and we will sniff it out. Chloe, if what old Lamont here says is true, you have a bright future ahead of you. A bright future, indeed.”


“What I, and everyone else, have been telling her. Saunders met with her personally. Daily’s her advisor. We all have high hopes.” He turned to Chloe. “You, my girl, are going to put Cam U on the map.”


To Rook, he said, “This little lady is going to give you a run for your money, Jamie. I’ve regaled her, as well as my other students, with our journalistic antics from our time at the Journal. Stories we wrote, parties we crashed, the kill files—”


Nikki drew back at that. “The what?”


“Stories pitched or started, but never finished,” Rook explained.


“Professor Lamont could tell stories all day long,” Chloe confirmed.


Nikki detected the slightest hint of sarcasm, but it seemed to be lost on Lamont. “She has been quite determined to meet you,” he said to Rook.


“Excellent,” Rook said.


Nikki leaned in, keeping her voice low. “I’ve been on the other end of Raymond’s stories,” she said. “I feel you.”


Chloe gave a knowing smile. “Captain Heat, I presume.”


Impressive, Nikki thought. The girl wanted to talk to Rook—that was evident—but she’d done her homework by learning at least the bare minimum about his wife. She wondered about this meeting. It wasn’t a chance encounter. She’d run across Rook’s fans, both crazed and otherwise, in the past, but this one—this one was different. She wanted something.


“So Ms. Masterson,” Rook said, “I see that you are more than a fan. What can I”—he swept his arm out to include Nikki—“what can we do to help you?”


Lamont looked at his empty tumbler and excused himself. “I’ll take this opportunity to take my leave,” he said. As he sauntered toward the bar, he glanced over his shoulder. “See you around campus, Rook.”


Once it was just the three of them, Chloe directed her piercing dark eyes at them. “Mr. Rook. It’s not what you can do to help me. It’s what I can do to help you.”


“That is quite an opening. You have my curiosity piqued, my dear,” Rook said in his best Sherlock Holmes impersonation.


Nikki rolled her eyes, but she had to admit, her curiosity was piqued, too.


“I’m not able to take your class this term, and I’m graduating in the spring, but I do want to talk with you when you’re there. If that’s all right with you, of course.”


“ ‘Visiting professor’ means I’ll visit with anyone who wants to pick my brain,” Rook said.


Nikki stayed silent. Things were good between Rook and her. Whatever drama they’d faced in recent months had receded, and they were just living their lives. It was a rare circumstance. Nikki’s mother was alive and well. Not just well, but on her honeymoon with none other than Nikki’s CIA buddy Derrick Storm’s dad. Love at first sight, they’d both said. She let her gaze skim over Rook. Nikki herself had fought it tooth and nail, but she knew just what her mother was talking about. None of them wanted to waste another minute.


Except, it seemed, for Jameson Rook. Two-time Pulitzer Prize– winning author for First Press. Ruggedly handsome investigative journalist. Her husband. He was perfectly willing to waste another precious minute. Or 172,800 minutes, which was what the four months he’d be gone added up to while he did this professor thing at Cambria University. But who was counting?


“I work on the Cambria Journal, like Professor Lamont said. Editor-at-large.”


“Great college. Great paper,” Rook said. “Worked there all four years of my attendance. I can honestly say that without the Cambria Journal, I would not be the award-winning author I am today.”


“You’re an inspiration, Mr. Rook,” Chloe said. “Your work when you were a student was inspirational. My God, I bet your notebooks could be in a museum. Do you still have them? You changed the trajectory of the paper, did you know that? Raised the bar for all of us.”


Nikki cleared her throat. It was possible that Chloe actually was president of the Jameson Rook fan club. Groupies weren’t isolated to musicians. Or . . . she could just be very good at knowing how to ingratiate herself with a person. If they didn’t cut this off soon, Nikki thought, they might never make their escape. “Chloe, we were just on our way out. I imagine you can talk to Rook when he’s in residence—”


“Oh! Of course! I’m so sorry.” She stepped back, her expression looking troubled. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


Rook flashed Nikki a look. Cut the poor girl a break, it said. She just met her personal hero. To Chloe, he said, “You didn’t interrupt. I always have time for an aspiring journalist.”


“I really am. I’m researching a story. I think you will find it interesting, actually. Right up your alley. Sku—”


She stopped when Nikki sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to interrupt your evening any more. I’ll see you in Cambria, Mr. Rook.”


“I look forward to that,” Rook said. “And I’m happy to share my formative experiences.”


Nikki read between the lines. Chloe had hit the trifecta of capturing Rook’s full attention: she’d pandered to his ego, had brought in a quick reference to conspiracy theories, à la Skull and Bones, and she’d alluded to wanting his advice on her latest piece and admiring his humble journalistic beginnings. Nikki wasn’t going to let him sink into the black hole the young woman had carved out, or they’d never get back to their loft. She grabbed a fistful of Rook’s jacket sleeve, propelling him into motion. “Okay, great. He’ll be seeing you soon, then. Nice to meet you, Chloe.”


Rook let himself be dragged out of the event room, but he turned to Chloe before the door slammed in his face. “See you in a week!”


Chloe nodded. “Counting the seconds,” she called.


A few minutes later, Nikki and Rook stood outside the venue, watching cabs roll past. “Looks like the president of your fan club is all lined up and ready to go,” Nikki said.


His smile widened. “You think so, too? I thought it was just me. I wonder what advice I can give to the young impressionable minds of the twenty-first century that they haven’t already heard before?” he mused, stroking his chin.


Nikki had been kidding, but Rook was not. She would always be content staying behind the scenes, but Rook thrived in the limelight. No wonder he wanted to do the writer-in-residence gig. All of a sudden, it made perfect sense. For four months, Rook was going to be the expert in all things journalism, and whether or not he was aware of his need, a part of him would be fulfilled by the adulation the underclassmen at Cambria University would bestow upon him. Rook would be in seventh heaven.


And Nikki would be on her own.




THREE


[image: ]ap, you okay?” Sean Raley, one half of the best squad leader team in all of New York, looked at Heat, a mix of concern and curiosity on his face. She didn’t like seeing either one of those emotions directed at her. She prided herself on her professionalism. On her ability to be logical, while also pragmatic.


Damn Jameson Rook. He was in her head, and she needed to get him out. She wiped away any insipid romantic notion that marriage could be perfect, resolved to deal with Rook and his writer-in-residence gig later, and turned her full attention to Raley, dismissing his question with a wave of her hand. “Yeah, of course. I’m fine. What d’ya got?”


“What we got is a dead body,” he said.


The beat of her pulse quickened. Her promotion to captain had changed her. She’d taken the job rather than risk a potentially inept new captain coming in. But being head of the Twentieth had changed the primary function of her job. She’d gone from fieldwork as a detective to a job filled with bureaucracy. Most of her time was spent dealing with the brass at One Police Plaza, shuffling papers, taking reports, and all the other minutiae that came with being the head honcho of a detective squad.


Finding balance by finding a way to stay in the field was the trick. Right now, the chance to get back into it was like an itch that needed scratching.


“I’m listening,” she said.


“Details are sketchy at this point.” This time it was Miguel Ochoa, the other half of the dynamic duo detective team, who spoke.


“Accidental?” she asked. Not every body they came across was the result of a murder.


“Unlikely.”


“Cause of death?”


“Unknown.”


“Age?”


“Also unknown.”


Heat dragged her hand through her hair, fingers splayed, her frustration mounting. “Is there actually a dead body, Miguel?”


He gave a noncommittal grunt. “We’re pretty sure.”


Raley and Ochoa were stellar cops. The best she’d worked with. But they had their quirks, namely cracking jokes at inopportune times. In the face of the violent death they were constantly surrounded by, levity was needed. Nikki herself was serious. She didn’t make the jokes, but she didn’t stop her crew from telling them, or from lightening the general mood of the bull pen with their antics. Instead, she did her part by playing the straight man. But right now, her annoyance was being triggered by the snail’s pace with which they were parceling out information. “You’re pretty sure? What exactly does that mean?”


“He hasn’t been examined yet. It’s a little bit of an unusual situation.”


“Sounds like it,” she said.


“We’ll get to the bottom of it, Cap,” Raley said.


“Oh, I know you will. But let me just get this all straight. We have what we think is a dead body, but no age, no COD, and presumably not an accident. And why do you think it was murder?”


“Thought you’d never ask, Cap,” Ochoa said, a little too lightly for her taste. Heat rolled her eyes but kept her annoyance in check. “Our vic was found this morning on one of the sculptures in the pool at Lincoln Center Plaza.”


This caught her by surprise. There weren’t many firsts when it came to murder in Manhattan. Bodies in alleys. Bodies in dumpsters. Bodies in beds. Bodies in cars. There were plenty of unsavory locations, but . . . “On the sculpture?”


Miguel consulted his notes. Whether he was at a crime scene, hadn’t gotten there yet, or had long since left, he, like every good cop, took copious notes. In truth, cops lived and died by the pen. If something wasn’t in a report, it might as well not have happened. Long gone were the days when a cop’s word was taken as gospel. Filing reports was the bane of each of their existences, but it was a necessary evil. Everything depended on it. A perp would walk free if there was an inconsistency or if the time line from one officer’s notes didn’t match those of another.


He read straight from his pad. “ ‘Body found on sculpture.’ ”


“On. Not in the water,” Heat mused.


Ochoa confirmed. “Not in the water.”


“So he didn’t drown.”


“Doesn’t look like it.”


“Found on a sculpture at Lincoln Center Plaza—”


“On a sculpture in a pool,” Ochoa interjected.


Never a dull day in New York. She knocked back what was left of her cold coffee and stood. “Let’s roll.”


* * *


Navigating traffic in the city was not an easy task. Today, however, it was particularly bad. It seemed as if every personally owned vehicle, every yellow cab, every Uber, every Lyft, every Hitch, and every impossibly bad driver was on the street going the exact same direction Heat was. Her destination was only twenty blocks from the 82nd Street precinct, but it might as well have been in Chelsea based on the slow crawl of cars on the street. She was a born-and-bred New Yorker. The place was in her blood. In her bones. It had seeped into her pores and she’d never be able to wash it out. Hell, she never wanted to. She was New York, and New York was her.


But Christ, the traffic she could do without.


The end of summer in New York took a special kind of patience, one that was in short supply for Nikki at the moment. She was on Columbus, just past 73rd, not even halfway to Lincoln Center, when the red check-engine light appeared in the lower left corner of the speedometer of her police-issue Interceptor. In quick succession, the temperature gauge crept into the danger zone. The city was in the middle of a heat wave; her car was paying the price.


“Just great,” she muttered. This had happened before. She’d barely been able to get off West Side Highway, the car slipping into limp mode by the time she’d been able to pull off the road. The ride had turned rough and, true to the name, she’d scarcely been able to limp it to the nearest service station. A new car had come with her promotion, but it was currently in the shop being detailed. Inconvenient, but there you had it. They’d let her know two days ago that it was ready, but she hadn’t gotten around to picking it up. There were always more pressing issues. She pounded the heel of her hand against the steering wheel. She should have made the time, dammit. Peering outside, she could see the waves of heat reflecting off the smoldering pavement.


All she could do was inch on, rolling her window down and stretching her arm into the heavy air outside, telling the drivers next to her to make room. New Yorkers weren’t known for their courtesy. Horns blared. People swore through their open windows. It took some aggressive stopping and starting—and some swearing of her own— before she finally forced her way into the adjacent lane. Miraculously, she managed to find a place to pull off the road and cut the engine. She stepped out into the scorching heat to consider her options. There were precious few. Ochoa was probably stuck in traffic somewhere ahead of her. He’d taken his own police-issued vehicle so they could each go their own way after they’d assessed the crime scene. She could call him back, but that would be a headache for him and cost them both time. Raley was already on-site and she wouldn’t pull him away. She looked up and down Columbus in case a police cruiser was in sight. It was a sea of cars, but none of them belonged to the NYPD.


For a fleeting moment, she considered calling Rook. She went so far as to take out her phone, calling up his name and poising her finger over his mischievously smiling face. Why was she hesitating? Self-preservation? Since her mother’s death that Thanksgiving she’d come home from college—or rather, her supposed death—Nikki had done everything she could to protect her heart. Rook had found his way in, but now that he was going to be gone for a school term, she already felt herself shutting down.


Instead of lowering her finger to his name, she moved to the curb. Hailing a cab made far more sense. She looked up the street. It was speckled with the traditional yellows, most with two-sided tepee-shaped taxi toppers attached to the roofs, some with wraps on their doors, most of them occupied.


She raised her arm to hail the next vacant one, but it passed her by, and once again she cursed under her breath. Then her phone rang. She guessed it would be one half of Roach, the squad nickname for Raley and Ochoa, wondering where she was, but it was Rook’s name that popped up on the screen. Nikki couldn’t help smiling. They had their conflicts, like any couple, but despite them, they were always in sync. They had a mind-meld thing going on, as Rook liked to call it. She pressed the green button and held the phone to her ear. “Speak of the devil.”


“Only if I’m the devil,” he quipped.


She could hear the amusement in his voice, and like a Pavlovian response, heat spread through her body.


“There’s no question about that,” she said.


“Ah, then you were thinking about me.” He spoke as if he’d solved some great puzzle. “Be forewarned. This devil is dastardly, and takes no prisoners.”


“Don’t I know it.” She could engage in innuendo and banter with him all day long, but she had a dead body to get to. “Look, I’m stranded and trying to get to what is probably, given the heat, a ripe corpse by now. Is there something specific I can help you with?”


His voice turned serious. “Stranded?”


“Overheated car.”


“Where?”


She glanced up the street again, registering what might be a vacant cab. She raised her hand as she said, “Seventy-fourth, on my way to Lincoln Center.” The cab passed her by.


“So it’s not the devil you need, but a knight in shining armor.”


She dropped her hand back to her side, keeping a lookout for another taxi. “Uh, no. The devil is much more fun. And a cab will do me just fine. It’s only, what, fourteen blocks or so. I might just walk.”


“In this sweltering heat? Nonsense, wife. I happen to be en route to the Met.”


“Why?” she asked against her better judgment. You never knew what crazy antic Rook was up to. Whatever it was, getting into it just now wasn’t on the agenda.


“I’ve been in the loft all morning working on my syllabus. Needed a change of scenery. And air-conditioning—”


She’d spotted another cab so was only half listening, but then her thoughts skidded to a stop. Him working on his syllabus made the “visiting professor” thing so much more real. A trickle of sweat ran down her back. Why couldn’t she get a cab, dammit?


“It’s going to be okay, Heat,” he said in response to her sudden silence.


“But why do you have to go?” she asked. She rarely let her emotions get the better of her, but she was hot, for Christ’s sake, and she was hurt. Her husband was leaving.


“Cambria’s just upstate, it’s not across the country. Heat, we’ll see each other all the time. I’ll be back to visit. You know my mother has her opening in a few weeks. I have to be back for that.”


Thank God for Margaret Rook, thespian. A horn honked from somewhere behind her. A cab. Finally! She turned—and stopped short. It wasn’t a free taxi. Instead, a silver Lincoln Town Car pulled up alongside where she stood. The rear driver’s side window rolled down. “Your knight in shining armor has arrived,” Rook announced, his grinning face framed in the window. Just seeing him diffused the agitation bubbling inside her. He had that effect on her.


He was like Houdini, magically showing up at just the right moment. “I don’t need a knight, Rook. I never needed a knight. How’d you get here so fast?”


“I told you, I was on my way to the Met. I redirected my driver, cut over from Central Park West, and came back the other way on Columbus.” He placed his hand against his heart. “Knight. In. Shining. Armor.”


As she climbed in beside him, the cool air washed over her, instantly improving her mood. “You do have pretty good timing,” she said with a smile.


“Don’t I know it.” He lifted his arm, his hand closed into a fist as if he held a lance. To the driver, he said, “To Lincoln Center, my good man.”
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