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Chapter One




Nikki Heat pondered red lights and why they seemed to last so much longer when there was no traffic. The one she waited for at Amsterdam and 83rd was taking forever to change. The detective was rolling on her first call of the morning and probably could have lit up her gumball to make her left turn, but the crime was long since done, the medical examiner was on scene, and the body wasn’t going anywhere. She used the interlude to peel back the lid of her coffee to see if it was drinking temp yet. The cheap white plastic cracked, and she ended up holding half the lid with the other half still seated on the cup. Heat cursed aloud and chucked the useless half on the passenger-side floor mat. Just as she was about to take a sip, desperately needing a caffeine jolt to lift her morning fog, a horn honked behind her. The light had finally gone green. Of course.

With an experienced hand tilting the cup so the momentum of her turn wouldn’t slop coffee over the rim and onto her fingers, Nikki steered left onto 83rd. She had just straightened the wheel passing Cafe Lalo when a dog darted out in front of her. Heat slammed the brakes. Coffee sloshed onto her lap. It was all over her skirt, but she was more concerned about the dog.

Thankfully, she didn’t hit it. She didn’t even scare it. The dog, a small German shepherd or husky mix, boldly stood there in the street right in front of her, not moving, just staring at her over its shoulder. Nikki smiled at it and waved. And still, it just stood there. That stare unnerved her. It was challenging and intrusive. The eyes were sinister, piercing under dark brows and a permanent frown. As she examined it, something else seemed off about the dog. Like it wasn’t a dog at all. Too small for a shepherd or husky, and the coloring of its rough coat was tan mottled by gray. And the muzzle was too thin and pointed. It was more foxlike. No.

It was a coyote.

The same impatient driver behind her gave another horn blast and the animal left. Not in a panic run, but a trot, displaying wild elegance, potential speed, and something else. Arrogance. She watched it reach the other curb, where it stopped, gave her a backward glance, complete with brazen eye contact, and then dashed off toward Amsterdam.

For Nikki, an unsettling way to start her morning: first the scare of almost hitting an animal; then the creepy look. She drove on, blotting herself with napkins from the glove box, wishing she had chosen a black skirt this morning and not gone with the khaki.

It never got any easier for Nikki to meet a corpse. As she sat behind the steering wheel at 86th and Broadway, parked behind the OCME van, observing the silent movie of a coroner at work, she once again reflected that maybe that was a good thing.

The medical examiner was crouched on the sidewalk in front of the shared storefront of a lingerie shop and the newest gourmet cupcake bakery. A duo of mixed messages, if there ever was one. She couldn’t see the victim he was working. Thanks to a citywide garbage strike, a waist-high mound of refuse started in the gutter and encroached on a good bit of the sidewalk, obscuring the body from Heat’s view. She could whiff the two days of trash rot even in the morning chill. At least the mound formed a handy barrier to keep the looky-loos back. There were already a dozen early risers up the block and an equal number behind the yellow tape down at the corner near the subway entrance.

She looked at the digital clock flashing time and temperature on the bank up the street. Only 6:18. More and more of her shifts were starting like this. The downturn in the economy had hit everyone, and in her personal observation, whether it was the city cutbacks in policing or merely the sort of economy that fueled crime—or both—Detective Heat was meeting more corpses these days. She didn’t need Diane Sawyer to break out the crime stats for her to know that if the body count wasn’t up, the rate was at least quickening its pace.

But no matter what the statistics, the victims meant something to her, one at a time. Nikki Heat had promised herself never to become a volume dealer in homicides. It wasn’t in her makeup and it wasn’t in her experience.

Her own loss almost ten years ago had shredded her insides, yet in between the scar tissue that formed there after her mother’s murder, there still sprung shoots of empathy. Her precinct skipper, Captain Montrose, told her once that that was what made her his best detective. All things considered, she’d rather have gotten there without the pain, but someone else dealt those cards, and there she was, early on an otherwise beautiful October morning, to feel the raw nerve again.

Nikki observed her personal ritual, a brief reflection for the victim, forging her own connection to the case in light of her own victimhood and, especially, to honor her mom. It took her all of five seconds. But it made her feel ready.

She got out of the car and went to work.

Detective Heat ducked under the yellow tape at an opening in the trash heap and stopped short, startled to see herself staring up from the cover of a discarded issue of a First Press magazine poking out of a garbage bag, between an egg carton and a stained pillow. God, she hated that pose, one foot up on her chair in the precinct bull pen, arms folded, her Sig Sauer holstered on her hip beside her shield. And that awful headline:

CRIME WAVE
MEETS
HEAT WAVE

At least someone had the good sense to trash it, she thought, and moved on to join her two detectives, Raley and Ochoa, inside the perimeter.

The partners, affectionately team-nicknamed “Roach,” had already been working the scene and greeted her. “Morning, Detective,” they said almost in unison.

“Morning, Detectives.”

Raley looked at her and said, “I’d offer you a coffee, but I see you’ve already worn yours.”

“Hilarious. You should host your own morning show,” she said. “What do we have here?” Heat made her own visual survey as Ochoa filled her in on the vic. He was a male Hispanic, thirty to thirty-five, dressed in worker’s clothes, lying faceup in a pile of garbage bags on the sidewalk. He had ghastly flesh tearing and bite marks on the soft underside of his neck. More on his gut where his T-shirt was ripped away.

Nikki flashed on her coyote and turned to the ME. “What are all these bite marks?”

“Postmortem is my guess,” said the medical examiner. “See the wounds on the hands and forearms?” He indicated the victim’s open palms draped at his sides. “Those weren’t caused by animal bites. Those are defense wounds from an edge weapon. I say knife or box cutter. But if he’d been alive when the dog got to him, he’d have bites on his hands, which he doesn’t. And take a look at this.” He knelt beside the body, and Heat dropped to a squat beside him as he used a gloved finger to indicate a piercing of the man’s shirt.

“Stab wound,” Nikki said.

“We’ll know for sure after the autopsy, but I bet that’s our COD. The dog was probably just a scavenger working the trash.” He paused. “Oh, and Detective Heat?”

“Yes?” She studied him, wondering what other information he had for her.

“I enjoyed your article in this month’s First Press immensely. Kudos.”

A knot formed in Nikki’s stomach, but she said thanks and rose up, moving quickly away to stand with Raley and Ochoa. “Any ID?”

Ochoa said, “Negative. No wallet, no ID.”

“Uniforms are canvassing the block,” said Detective Raley.

“Good. Any eyewitnesses?”

Raley said, “Not yet.”

Heat tilted her head to scan the high-rise apartments lining both sides of Broadway. Ochoa anticipated her. “We’ve set up a check of facing residences to see if anybody saw or heard anything.”

She dropped her gaze to him and smiled slightly. “Good. Also see if any of these businesses spotted anything. The bakery is a good bet to have staff around in the early-early. And don’t forget security cams. That jewelry store across the way might have picked up something, if we’re lucky.” She side-nodded up the block to the man holding five leashed dogs on a sit command. “Who’s he?”

“That’s the guy who found the body. Made the 911 call at 5:37.”

Nikki looked him over. He was about twenty, had a slim figure, tight jeans, and a theatrical scarf. “Let me guess. AMDW.” Working a precinct on the Upper West Side of New York, she and her team had pet codes for some of the types who lived and worked there. AMDW was their acronym for actor-model-dancer-whatever.

“Close, Detective.” Ochoa consulted a page from his notebook and continued, “Mr. T. Michael Dove, in the drama program at Juilliard, came upon the body while it was being bitten. He says his dogs made a mass charge and the other dog took off.”

“Hey,” said Heat, “what do you mean close? He’s an actor.”

“Yes, but in this case AMDW is actor-model-dog-walker.”

Nikki opened her blazer to cover her hand from onlookers while she gave him the finger. “Did you get his statement?” Ochoa held up his notebook and nodded, affirming. “I guess we’re covered here, then,” she said. And then she thought of her coyote. She looked up the block at the AMDW. “I want to ask him about that dog.”

Nikki regretted her decision immediately. Ten paces from the dog walker, he called out, “Oh, my God, it is you! You’re Nikki Heat!”

Onlookers farther up the sidewalk pressed forward, probably just wondering what the sudden commotion was more than knowing who she was, but Nikki took no chances. She instinctively lowered her gaze to the pavement and turned sideways, adopting the pose she’d seen in the tabloids, of celebrities ambushed by the paparazzi on their way out of restaurants.

She stepped close and tried to clue the AMDW into the decibel level she wanted him to adopt by speaking in a low one herself. “Hi, yes, I’m Detective Heat.”

The AMDW not only didn’t pick up on the tone, he got more effusive. “Oh. My. God!” And then could it get worse for her? “Can I have a picture with you, Miss Heat?” He held out his cell phone to her two detectives.

“Come on, Ochoa,” said Raley, “let’s see what’s happening with Forensics.”

“Is that . . . Roach? It’s them, isn’t it?” called the witness. “Just like in the article!” Detectives Raley and Ochoa looked at each other, made no attempt to mask their disdain, and kept walking. “Oh well,” said T. Michael Dove, “this will have to do, then,” and he held his cell cam out at arm’s length, leaned his head beside Heat’s, and snapped the picture himself.

Like most people raised in the say-cheese generation, Nikki came factory-programmed to smile when her picture was taken. Not this time. Her heart was sinking so fast she was sure the pic came out looking something like a mug shot.

Her fan examined his screen and said, “Why so modest? Lady, you’ve got the cover of a national magazine. Last month, Robert Downey, Jr., this month, Nikki Heat. You’re a celebrity.”

“Maybe we can talk about that later, Mr. Dove. I’m really sort of focused on what you might have seen concerning our homicide.”

“I can’t believe this,” he said. “I am an eyewitness for New York City’s top homicide detective.”

Nikki wondered if a grand jury would indict if she put a cap in him. Dropped him right there. But instead she said, “That’s not really so. Now, I’d like to ask—”

“Not the top detective? Not according to that article.”

That article.

That damned article.

That damned Jameson Rook for writing it.

It had felt wrong to her from the beginning. Last June, when Rook got his assignment from the magazine, it was to profile an NYPD homicide squad with a high rate of case clearance. The department cooperated because they liked the PR of cop success, especially if it personalized the force. Detective Heat was underwhelmed by the fishbowl aspect when her squad was chosen, but she went along because Captain Montrose told her to.

When Rook began his one-week ride-along, it was supposed to be in a rotation with the entire team. By the end of his first day he had changed his focus, claiming he could tell a better story using the leader of the squad as the eyes to cover the entire picture. Nikki’s eyes saw his plan for what it was, a thinly veiled ruse to hang out with her. And sure enough, he started suggesting drinks, dinner, breakfast, offering backstage passes to Steely Dan at the Beacon and black tie cocktails with Tim Burton at MoMA to kick off an exhibition of his sketches. Rook was a name dropper, but he was also actually connected.

He used his relationship with the mayor to stay on ride-along with her weeks beyond his initial commitment. And over time, in spite of herself, Nikki started to feel, well, intrigued by this guy. It wasn’t because he was on a first-name basis with everyone from Mick to Bono to Sarkozy. Or that he was cute, or looked good. A great ass is just that, a great ass and no more—although not to be discounted completely. It was . . . the total package.

The Rook of him.

Whether it was Jameson Rook’s charm offensive or her passion for him, they ended up sleeping together. And sleeping together again. And again. And again . . . Sex with Rook was always smokin’ but did not always represent her best judgment, she reflected in hindsight. However, when they were together, thinking and judgment took a backseat to the fireworks. As he put it the night they made love in his kitchen after dashing to his place through a torrential downpour, “The heat will not be denied.” Writer, she thought. And yet, so true.

Things began to unravel for her around the stupid article. Rook hadn’t shown her his draft yet when the photographer showed up at the precinct to shoot pictures, and the first clue was that they were all of her. She held out for team shots, especially of Raley and Ochoa, her stalwarts; however, the best she could get out of the shooter were a few group photos with her team arranged behind her.

The worst of it for her were the poses. When Captain Montrose said she had to cooperate, Nikki indulged a few candids, but the photographer, an A-lister with a bulldozer approach, started posing her. “This is for the cover,” he said. “The candids won’t work for that.” So she went along.

At least she did until the photographer was directing her to look tougher peering through the bars in the lockup and said, “Come on, show me some of that avenging-my-mother fire I’ve been reading about.”

That night she demanded Rook show her the article. When she finished reading, Nikki asked him to take her out of it. It wasn’t just that it made her the star of the squad. Or that it minimized the efforts of her team, turning the others into footnotes. Or that it was destined to make her so visible—Cinderella was one of her favorite movies, although Nikki thought she’d rather enjoy it as a fairy tale than live it. Her biggest objection was that it was too personal. Especially the part about her mother’s murder.

To Nikki, Rook seemed blinded by his own creation. Everything she mentioned, he had an answer for. He told her that every person he profiled freaked before publication. She said maybe he should start listening to them. Argument on. He said he couldn’t edit her out of the article because she was the article. “And even if I wanted to? It’s locked. It’s already typeset.”

That was the last night she saw him. Three months ago.

She thought if she never saw him again, it would be just fine. But he didn’t go quietly. Maybe he thought he could charm his way back to her. Why else would Rook keep calling Nikki even in the face of serial no’s and then a stonewall of no replies? But he must have gotten the message, because he’d stopped reaching out. At least until two weeks ago, when the issue hit the newsstands and Rook sent her a sonar ping in the form of a signed copy of the magazine plus a bottle of Silver Patrón and a basket of limes.

Nikki recycled the First Press and re-gifted the booze at a party that night for Detective Ulett who was taking advantage of the early retirement buyout to trailer his boat to Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, and start drowning worms. While everyone got lit on tequila shooters, Nikki stuck to beer.

It was to be the last night of her anonymity. She had hoped that, as Mr. Warhol predicted, her fame would only last fifteen minutes and be done, but for the past two weeks, everywhere she went, it was the same. Sometimes stares, sometimes comments, always a pain. Not only was the recognition aspect unpleasant for her, but each sighting, each comment, each cell phone picture, became another reminder of Jameson Rook and the busted romance she wanted to put behind her.

Temptation had gotten the better of a giant schnauzer, who started licking milk and sugar from Nikki’s hem. She smoothed its forehead and attempted to steer T. Michael Dove back to the mundane. “You walk the dogs around this neighborhood every morning?”

“That’s right, six mornings a week.”

“And have you ever seen the victim around here before?”

He paused dramatically. She hoped he was just beginning his Juilliard drama work, because his acting was all dinner theater.

“No,” he said.

“And in your statement you said he was being attacked by a dog when you arrived. Can you describe the dog?”

“It was freaky, Detective. Like a little shepherd but sort of wild, you know?”

“Like a coyote?” asked Nikki.

“Well, yeah, I guess. But come on. This is New York City last time I looked.”

The same thought Nikki had had. “Thanks for your cooperation, Mr. Dove.”

“You kidding? Am I ever going to blog about this tonight.”

Heat stepped away to take a cell phone call. It was Dispatch reporting an anonymous tip on a home invasion homicide. She made her way to Raley and Ochoa as she talked, and the other two detectives read her body language and started to get ready to roll before she even hung up.

Nikki checked the crime scene. Uniforms had started their canvass, the remaining stores wouldn’t open for a couple of hours, and CSU was busy running a sweep. There was nothing more for them to do there at the moment.

“Got another one, fellas.” She tore a page off her notebook and handed the address to Raley. “Follow me. Seventy-eighth, between Columbus and Amsterdam.”

Nikki got herself ready to meet a new corpse.

The first thing Detective Heat noticed when she pulled off Amsterdam onto 78th was the quiet. It was just past seven, and the first rays of sun had cleared the turrets of the Museum of Natural History and were beaming golden light that turned the residential block into a placid cityscape begging to be captured in a photo. But the serenity was also odd to her.

Where were the blue-and-whites? Where was the ambulance, the yellow tape, and the knot of gawkers? As an investigator, she had grown accustomed to arriving on scene after the first responders.

Raley and Ochoa reacted, too. She could tell by the way they cleared their coats from their sidearms as they got out of the Roach Coach and then clocked the surroundings on their walk over to meet her. “This is the right address?” Ochoa said without really asking.

Raley turned a swivel to scope out the homeless guy picking through the uncollected trash for recyclables up at the Columbus end of the street. Other than that, West 78th was still. “Kind of like being the first one to a party.”

“Like you get invited to parties,” came the jab from his partner as they approached the brownstone.

Raley didn’t come back at him. The act of stepping onto the curb put an end to the chatter, as if an invisible and unspoken line had been crossed. They single-filed between a gap somebody had forged in the row of trash bags and refuse, and the two men flanked Detective Heat when she paused in front of the next-door brownstone. “The address is the A-unit, so it’s that one there,” she said in a hushed tone, indicating the garden apartment a half story below street level. Five granite steps led down from the sidewalk to a small brick patio enclosed by a metal railing trimmed by wooden flower boxes. Heavy drapes were drawn behind the ornate wrought-iron bars covering the windows. Intricate stone-carved decorative panels were set into the façade above them. Under the archway created by the stoop stairs leading to the apartment above, the front door stood wide open.

Nikki hand-signaled and led the way to the front door. Her detectives followed in cover mode. Raley watched the rear flank, and Ochoa was an extra set of eyes for Heat as she put her hand on her Sig and took the opposite side of the doorway. When she was sure they were in position and set, she called into the apartment. “NYPD, if there’s anyone in there, let’s hear it.”

They waited and listened. Nothing.

Training and working so long together as a team had made this part routine. Raley and Ochoa fixed eye contact on her. They counted her head nods to three, drew weapons, and followed her inside in Weaver stances.

Heat moved quickly through the small foyer and into the hallway, followed by Ochoa. The idea was to move fast and clear each room, covering each other but being careful not to bunch up. Raley lagged slightly to watch their backs.

The first door on their right gave on to a formal dining room. Heat rolled into it with Ochoa in tandem, each sweeping an opposite side of the room. The dining room was all clear, but a mess. Drawers and antique hutches gaped open above tossed silverware and china that had been raked out and smashed on the hardwood floor.

Across the hall they found the living room in the same state of disarray. Upended chairs rested on shredded coffee-table books. A snow of pillow feathers coated broken vases and pottery. Canvas flags drooped out of frames where someone had torn or slashed the oil paintings. A pile of ashes from the fireplace blanketed the hearth and the oriental rug in front of it, as if a critter had tried to burrow out through there.

Unlike in the front of the apartment, a light was on in the adjoining room toward the back, which, from where she stood, Heat made out to be a study. Nikki hand-cued Raley to hold his place and spot them as she and Ochoa once again took position on opposite sides of the door frame. On her nod, they rolled into the study.

The dead woman looked to be about fifty and was seated at the desk in an office chair, with her head tilted way back as if frozen in the windup to a huge sneeze. Heat signed a circle in the air with her left hand to tell her partners to keep alert while she navigated her way through the office debris scattered on the floor and went to the desk to check for any pulse or breathing. She released her touch from the corpse’s cold flesh, looked up, and gave them a head shake.

A sound from across the hall.

They all spun at once when they heard it. Like a foot crunching broken glass. The door to the room where it came from was closed, but light was shining on the polished linoleum under the crack. Heat worked out the likely floor plan in her head. If that was the kitchen, then the door she’d seen at the back end of the dining room would also lead to it. She pointed at Raley and signed for him to go around to that door and wait for her move. She pointed to her watch and then made a chop on it to indicate half a minute. He checked his wrist, nodded, and went.

Detective Ochoa was already spotted at one side of the door. She took the opposite and held up her watch. On her third nod, they burst in large and loud. “NYPD! Freeze, now!”

The man sitting at the kitchen table saw three guns coming at him from two doors and shrieked as he thrust both hands high in the air.

As the flash of recognition hit her, Nikki Heat called out, “What the hell is this?”

The man slowly lowered one of his hands and pulled the Sennheiser buds out of his ears. He swallowed hard and said, “What?”

“I said, what the hell are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you,” said Jameson Rook. He read something he didn’t like on their faces and said, “Well, you didn’t expect me to wait in there with her, did you?”








Chapter Two




As the detectives holstered up, Rook breathed a sigh. “Man, I think you took ten years off my life there.”

Raley came back with, “You’re lucky you still have a life. Why didn’t you answer us?”

Ochoa piled on. “We called out to see if anyone was here.”

Rook simply held up his iPhone. “Remastered Beatles. Had to get my mind off the b-o-d-y.” He made a wince face and pointed into the next room. “But I found that ‘A Day in the Life’ wasn’t the most uplifting diversion. You guys crashed in on me at the end, just on that big piano bong. For real.” He turned to Nikki and smiled meaningfully. “Let’s hear it for timing, huh?”

Heat tried to ignore the undercurrent, which to her ear wasn’t very much under anything. Or maybe she was more sensitive to it. As she scanned Roach for reactions and didn’t see any, she wondered if things were more raw for her than she’d thought, or if it was just the shock of seeing him there, of all places. Nikki had crossed paths with old lovers before, who didn’t? But usually it was in a Starbucks, or a chance glimpse across the aisle at the movies—not at a murder scene. One thing she was sure of. This was an unwelcome distraction from her job, something to be pushed aside. “Roach,” she said, all business, “you two clear the rest of the premises.”

“Oh, there’s nobody here, I checked.” Rook raised both his palms up. “But I didn’t touch anything, I swear.”

“Check anyway” was Nikki’s answer to that, and Roach left to sweep the remaining rooms.

When they were alone, he said, “Nice to see you again, Nikki.” And then that damn smile again. “Oh, and thanks for not shooting me.”

“What are you doing here, Rook?” She tried to remove any hint of the playfulness that she used to hang on his last name. This guy needed a message.

“Like I said, waiting for you. I was the one who called in the body.”

“Not what I’m trying to get at. So let me ask the same question another way. Why are you at this crime scene to begin with?”

“I know the victim.”

“Who is she?” All the years on the job, Nikki still found it hard to go to the past tense when referring to a victim. At least not at the hour of discovery.

“Cassidy Towne.”

Heat couldn’t help herself. She half turned to look into the study, but from where she was standing, she couldn’t see the victim, only the post-tornado effect of office supplies scattered around the room. “The gossip columnist?”

He nodded, affirming. “The buzz saw herself.”

She immediately started calculating how the apparent murder of the New York Ledger’s powerful icon, whose “Buzz Rush” column was the ritual first read for most New Yorkers, was going to ratchet up the stakes on this case. As Raley and Ochoa returned and deemed the apartment clear, she said, “Ochoa, better reach out to the MEs. Give them a courtesy heads-up that we have a high-profiler waiting for them. Raley, you call Captain Montrose so he knows we’re working Cassidy Towne from the Ledger and he doesn’t get blindsided. And see if he can put a hustle on CSU and also get some extra uniforms here, like, now.” The detective could already project that the quiet, golden block she had enjoyed a few minutes ago would soon be transformed into a media street fair.

As soon as Roach left the kitchen again, Rook stood and took a step toward Nikki. “Seriously. I’ve missed you.”

If his step closer was meant as body English, she had some nonverbal cues of her own. Detective Heat turned her back to him, got out her reporter’s-cut notebook and a pen, and put her face to a new page. But she knew herself well enough to know the chill message she wanted to send was as much to herself as to him. “What time did you discover the body?”

“About six-thirty. Listen, Nikki . . .”

“How close to six-thirty? Do you have a more accurate idea of the time?”

“I got here exactly at six-thirty. Did you get any of my e-mails?”

“Got here, as in ‘in the room to discover her,’ or got here, as in ‘outside’?”

“Outside.”

“And how did you get in?”

“The door was open. Just as you found it.”

“So you walked right in?”

“No. I knocked. Then called out. I saw the mess up the hall and went in to see if she was all right. I thought maybe a burglar had been here.”

“Did you ever think someone else could have been in here?”

“It was quiet. So I went in.”

“That was brave.”

“I have my moments, you may recall.”

Nikki looked as if she was focused on a notation but really she was replaying the night in the hallway of the Guilford last summer when Noah Paxton used Rook as a human shield, and how, even though he had a gun in his back, he still put a body slam on Paxton that gave Heat a clean shot. She looked up and said, “Where was she when you found her?”

“Right where she is now.”

“You didn’t move her in any way?”

“No.”

“Did you touch her?”

“No.”

“How did you know she was dead?”

“I . . .” He hesitated and continued. “I knew.”

“How did you know she was dead?”

“I . . . I clapped.”

Nikki couldn’t help herself. The laugh shot out of her with a mind all its own. She was angry at herself for it, but the thing about a laugh like that was you couldn’t take it back. You could only work to suppress the next one. “You . . . you clapped?”

“Uh huh. Loud, you know . . . to see. Hey, don’t laugh, maybe she was asleep, or drunk, I didn’t know.” He waited while Heat composed herself. And then a chuckle of his own fought its way out. “It wasn’t like applause. Just . . .”

“A clap.” She watched the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled, and she started to thaw in a way she didn’t like, so she threw the switch. “How did you know the victim?” she said to her notepad.

“I’ve been working with her the past few weeks.”

“You’re becoming a gossip columnist now?”

“Oh, hell, no. I sold First Press on the idea of doing my next piece for them on Cassidy Towne. Not so much the titillating gossip thing but profiling a powerful woman in a historically male-dominated business, our love-hate relationship with secrets, you get the idea. Anyway, I’ve been shadowing Cassidy for the past few weeks.”

“Shadowing. You mean like . . .” She let it fall off. This took Nikki down an all-too-uncomfortable road.

“Like the ride-along you and I had, yes. Exactly. Without the sex.” He paused to read her reaction, and Nikki did her best not to let it show. “The editors got such a good response to my piece on you, they wanted to follow up with another like it, maybe turn it into an occasional series on kick-ass women.” He studied her again, got nothing, then added, “It was a nice article, Nik, wasn’t it?”

She tapped the tip of the ballpoint twice on the pad. “Were you here to do that today? Shadow her?”

“Yeah, she got an early start every day, or maybe just continued from the night before, I could never tell. Some mornings I’d show up and she’d be at her desk in the same clothes as the day before, like she’d been working there all night. She’d want to stretch her legs so we’d walk up to H&H for some bagels and then next door to Zabar’s for the salmon and cream cheese, and then come back here.”

“So you did spend a fair amount of time with Cassidy Towne over the last few weeks.”

“Yep.”

“Then, if I need to ask you for cooperation, you may have some information about who she saw, what she did, and so forth.”

“You don’t need to ask, and yes, I know tons.”

“Can you think of anyone who would want to kill her?

Rook scoffed. “Let’s dig around this mess and find a New York phone book. We can start with the letter A.”

“Don’t be smart.”

“Shark’s gotta swim.” He grinned, then continued. “Come on, she was a mud-slinging gossip columnist, of course she had lots of enemies. It was in the job description.”

Nikki could hear footfalls and voices entering the front and put away her notes. “I’ll have you give a statement later, but I don’t have any more questions for you now.”

“Good.”

“Except one. You didn’t kill her, did you?” Rook laughed, then saw her expression and stopped. “Well?”

He folded his arms across his chest. “I want a lawyer.” She turned and left the room and he called after her, “Kidding. Mark me down as a ‘no.’ ”

Rook didn’t leave. He told Heat he wanted to stick around in case he could be helpful with anything. She had the push-pull thing going: wanting him away from her in the worst way because he was such an emotional disruption; but then seeing the benefit of his potential insights as they went over the wreckage of Cassidy Towne’s apartment. The writer had been to plenty of crime scenes with her during his ride-along last summer, so she knew he was scene-friendly, at least trained enough not to pick up a piece of evidence in his bare hands and say, “What’s this?” He was also a first-person witness to the most profound element of his magazine story, the death of his subject. Mixed feelings or not, she wasn’t going to begrudge Jameson Rook that professional courtesy.

When they went into Cassidy Towne’s office, he returned her unspoken favor in kind, keeping out of her way by standing over near the French doors that led out to the courtyard garden. For Detective Heat it always began by slowing down and studying the body. The dead didn’t talk, but if you paid attention, sometimes they did tell you things.

In getting a feel for Cassidy Towne, Nikki read the power Rook was talking about. Her suit, a tasteful, navy pinstripe over a French-blue blouse with starched white collar, would work for a talent agency meeting or premiere party. And it was expertly tailored to her, accenting a body that had seen regular gym time. Heat hoped that when she reached fiftysomething that she’d keep it that together. Nikki saw some tasteful David Yurman on Towne’s ears and neck, potentially ruling out robbery. There was no wedding ring, so unless that had been stolen, Heat could also rule out marriage. Potentially. Towne’s face was slack in death, but angular and attractive, what most would call handsome—not always the highest compliment to a woman, but according to George Orwell, she had had about ten years since forty to earn that face. Not making a judgment, but letting instinct talk to her, Nikki regarded her impression of Cassidy Towne, and the picture that emerged was of someone suited for battle. A hard body whose hardness seemed to run deeper than just muscle tone. A snapshot formed of a woman who was, at that moment, something she probably never was in life. A victim.

Soon CSU was there, dusting the usual touch points for prints, taking photos of the body and the roomscatter. Detective Heat and her team worked in tandem, but more big-picture than close-up. Wearing their blue latex gloves, they walked here and then there and then back again in appraisal of the office, the way golfers read a green before a long putt.

“All right, fellas, I’ve got my first odd sock.” The detective’s approach to a crime scene, even one in this much disarray, was to simplify her field of view. She pared everything down to getting inside the logic of the life that was lived in that space and using that empathy to spot inconsistencies, the small thing that didn’t fit the pattern. The odd sock.

Raley and Ochoa came across the room to join her. Rook adjusted his position at the perimeter to follow quietly from a distance. “Whatcha got?” asked Ochoa.

“Work space. Busy work space, right? Big newspaper columnist. Pens everywhere, pencils, custom notepads and stationery. Box of Kleenex. Look at this beside her here.” She stepped carefully around the body, still cast backward in the office chair. “A typewriter, for God’s sake. Magazines and newspapers with clippings snipped out of them, right? All that stuff makes lots of what?”

“Work,” said Raley.

“Trash,” said Rook, and Heat’s two detectives turned slightly his way and then back to Heat, unwilling to acknowledge him as part of this exchange. Like his season pass had expired.

“Correct,” she continued, more focused on where she was going than on Rook now. “What’s with the wastebasket?”

Raley shrugged. “It’s right there. Tipped, but there it is.”

“It’s empty,” said Ochoa.

“Right. And with all the tossing this room took, you’d think, OK, maybe it spilled out.” She crouched near it and they went with her. “No clips, snips, Kleenex, or crumpled paper anywhere around it.”

“Maybe she emptied it,” said Ochoa.

“Maybe she did. But look over there.” She side-nodded to the armoire that the columnist had used as a supply closet. It had been rifled, too. And among the contents scattered on the floor was, “A box of waste-can liners. Simplehuman, sized for this can.”

“No liner in this can,” said Raley. “And no liner on the floor. An odd sock.”

“An odd sock, indeed,” said Heat. “On the way in, I saw a wooden bin for trash cans in the little patio.”

“On it,” said Raley. He and Ochoa headed toward the front hall. Lauren Parry from the medical examiner’s was making her way in the door as they went out. In the tight space between the tipped furniture, she and Ochoa ended up doing an impromptu dance step getting around each other. In her quick glance over, Nikki caught Ochoa lingering to check Lauren out as he left. She made a mental note to warn her girlfriend later about rebounding men.

Detective Ochoa was still fresh from a marital separation. He had hidden the breakup from the squad for about a month, but those kinds of secrets don’t keep in such a tight working family. The laundry sitch alone gave him away when he started showing up in dress shirts with telltale “Boxed for Your Convenience” creases on their torsos. Over an after-work beer the week before, Nikki and Ochoa were the stragglers at the table, so she took the opportunity to ask him how it was going. A gloom settled over him and he said, “You know. It’s a process.” She was happy to leave it at that, but he finished his Dos Equis and half smiled. “You know, it’s kind of like those car ads. What happened to the relationship, I mean. I saw one on TV in my new apartment the other night and it said, ‘Zero interest for two years.’ And I went, yep, that was us, all right.” Then a sheepishness came over him about opening up like that. He left some money under his empty glass and called it a night. He didn’t bring it up again, and neither did she.

“Sorry not to be here sooner, Nikki,” Lauren Parry said as she set her plastic examination cases on the floor. “I’ve been working a double fatal on the FDR since four a . . .” The ME’s voice trailed off when she spotted Rook leaning a shoulder against the connecting door leading to the kitchen. He pulled one of his hands out of his pocket and gave her a wave. She nodded and smiled at him, then turned to Heat and finished her sentence. “. . . four A.M.” With her back to Rook, she was able to sneak a what-the-hell? face to Nikki.

Nikki lowered her voice and muttered to her friend, “Tell you later.” Then, at full volume, she moved on. “Rook found the victim.”

“I see . . .”

While her BFF from the ME’s office set up to perform her exam, Heat filled her in on the discovery details the writer had provided in their kitchen interview. “Also, when you get a moment, I noticed a blood smear over there.” ME Parry followed Heat’s gesture to the same doorway she had just entered. Beside the jamb, the floral Victorian wallpaper showed a dark discoloration. “Looks like she might have tried to get out before she collapsed in the chair.”

“Could be. I’ll swab it. Maybe Forensics can cut a patch so we can lab it; that would be better.”

Ochoa returned to report that both trash barrels in the patio hutch were empty. “During a garbage strike?” said Nikki. “Find the super. See if he disposed of it. Or if she had private pickup, which I doubt. But check anyway, and if she had it, find the truck before they barge it to Rhode Island or wherever it goes these days.”

“Oh, and get ready for your close-up,” said Ochoa at the door. “The news vans and shooters are lining up in front. Raley’s working with the uniforms to move them back. Word is out on the scanners. Ding-dong the witch is dead.”

Lauren Parry rose up from Cassidy Towne’s body and made a note on her chart. “Body temp indicates a prelim TOD window of midnight to 3 A.M. I can do better after I run the lividity and the rest of the course.”

“Thanks,” said Nikki. “And cause?”

“Well, as always, it’s preliminary, but, I think, obvious.” She gently moved the office chair so that the body leaned forward, revealing the wound. “Your gossip columnist was stabbed in the back.”

“No symbolism there,” said Rook.

When Cassidy Towne’s assistant, Cecily, reported for work at eight she broke down in sobs. Forensics gave Nikki Heat the OK, and she righted two of the chairs in the living room and sat with her, resting a palm on the young woman’s back as Cecily leaned forward with her face in her hands. CSU had closed off the kitchen, so Rook gave her the bottle of water he had in his messenger bag.

“Hope you don’t mind room temperature,” he said, and then shot an oops look at Heat. But if Cecily made the connection to her boss’s state in the next room, she didn’t let on.

“Cecily,” Nikki said, when she finished a sip of water, “I know this must be very traumatic for you.”

“You have no idea.” The assistant’s lips began to tremble, but she kept it together. “Do you realize this means I have to find a new job?”

Nikki’s gaze slowly rose to Rook, who stood facing her. She knew him well enough to know he wanted his water back. “How long had you been with Ms. Towne?”

“Four years. Since I graduated Mizzou.”

“University of Missouri has an intern program with the Ledger,” Rook injected. “Cecily transitioned from it to Cassidy’s column.”

“That must have been quite an opportunity,” said Nikki.

“I guess. Am I going to have to, like, clean all this up?”

“I think our crime scene unit is going to be busy here for most of the day. My guess is the paper will probably let you take some time off while we do our thing.” That seemed to mollify her for the moment, so Nikki pressed on. “I need to ask you to think about something, Cecily. It may be difficult at this moment, but it’s important.”

“ ’K . . .”

“Can you think of anyone who wanted to kill Cassidy Towne?”

“You’re kidding, right?” Cecily looked up at Rook. “She’s kidding, right?”

“No, Detective Heat doesn’t kid. Trust me.”

Nikki leaned closer in her chair to draw Cecily’s attention back. “Look, I know she was a lightning rod and all that. But over the past days or few weeks, were there any unusual incidents or threats she got?”

“Oh, every day, like literally. She didn’t even see them. When I sort her mail at the Ledger, I just leave them there in a big sack. Some of them are pretty random.”

“If we gave you a ride there, could we see them?”

“Uh, sure. You’d probably have to get the managing editor to sign off, but fine with me.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that.”

“She got calls,” said Rook, “her Ledger extension forwarded to here.”

“Oh, right, right.” Cecily looked around at the mess. “If you can find it, her answering machine has some nasty shit on it. She screened.” Nikki made a note to locate it and have the messages gone through for leads.

“I know something else that’s missing,” said Rook. “No filing cabinets. She had big filing cabinets in the corner near the door.”

The idea of a filing cabinet hadn’t occurred to Nikki. Not yet, anyway. Score one for Rook.

“There should be two in there,” affirmed the assistant. She leaned forward in her chair to venture a look into the study but decided against it.

Heat made a note about the AWOL filing cabinets. “Other things that might be helpful would be her appointments. I assume you have access to her Outlook calendar.” Cecily and Rook shared a look of amusement. “Am I missing something?”

Rook said, “Cassidy Towne was a Luddite. Everything was on paper. Didn’t use a computer. Didn’t trust them. She said she liked their convenience, but it was too easy for someone to steal your material. E-mail forwards, hackers, what not.”

“But I do have her planner.” The assistant opened her backpack and handed Nikki the spiral-bound datebook. “I have old ones, too. Cassidy had me hang on to them for documenting business meals and for tax prep.”

Nikki looked up from a recent page. “There are two sets of handwriting in here.”

“Right,” said the assistant. “Mine’s the one you can read.”

“No kidding,” said Nikki as she turned pages. “I can’t make out her handwriting at all.”

“Nobody could,” she said. “Just part of the joy of working for Cassidy Towne.”

“She was tough?”

“She was impossible. Four years of J-school to be the next Ann Curry, and where do I end up? Nanny to that thankless bitch.”

Nikki was going to ask later, but with that opening, it seemed the perfect time. “Cecily, this is a routine question I ask everyone. Can you tell me where you were overnight, say between eleven P.M. and three A.M.?”

“In my apartment with my BlackBerry turned off so my boyfriend and I could get some sleep and without getting called by Her Highness.”

On the short drive back to the precinct Nikki left voice mail for Don, her combat trainer, to rain check her busted morning jujitsu workout with him. The ex–Navy SEAL was probably in the showers by that time, no doubt having found another sparring partner. Don was a no strings, no worries guy. Same for their sex, when they had it. They both had no trouble finding other sparring partners there, either, and the no-strings relationship made for a mutually workable life design. If workable was your deal.

She had taken a hiatus from sleeping with Don during the time she was with Rook. Not a decision she made, it just worked out that way. Don never seemed bothered, nor did he ask about it when they resumed their occasional night sessions when summer ended and Jameson Rook was out of her life.

Now there he was again, Jameson Rook in her rearview mirror. Her ex-lover, riding shotgun with Raley, the two of them sitting wordlessly at the stoplight in the car behind her, looking out opposite windows of the unmarked like an old married couple with nothing more to say. Rook had asked to pool with Nikki back to the Twentieth, but when Ochoa said he wanted to accompany Cassidy Towne’s body down to the OCME, Heat told Raley to play chauffeur for the writer. Nobody seemed thrilled with the arrangements but Nikki.

Her thoughts drifted to Ochoa. And Lauren. He fooled no one with his duty sense to stay close to the high-profile victim, calling it due diligence to see the delivery through from crime scene to morgue. Maybe she should butt out and leave Lauren to find her own way. When Ochoa had approached to suggest his plan, Nikki saw the masked smile on her friend’s face as Lauren eavesdropped. As Nikki turned onto 82nd and double-parked in front of the precinct, she thought, hey, they were adults and she wasn’t the den mother. Let them have whatever happiness there was to be found in this work. If a man is willing to ride with a corpse just to be with you, that’s more effort than you get from most.

The coroner’s van took a nasty pothole on Second Avenue, and in the back, ME Parry and Detective Ochoa took some air and came down hard on the seats flanking Cassidy Towne’s body bag. “Sorry,” came the driver’s voice from up front. “Blame last winter’s blizzards. And the deficit.”

“You OK?” Ochoa asked the ME.

“Fine, I’m used to it, believe me,” she said. “Are you sure this doesn’t weird you out?”

“This? Nah, fine. No sweat.”

“You were telling me about your soccer league.”

“I’m not boring you?”

“Please,” Lauren said. And after the slightest hitch, she continued, “I’d like to come see you play sometime.”

Ochoa beamed. “For real? Nah, you’re just being polite to me because I’m a live person in your day.”

“True . . .” And they both laughed. His eyes fell away from hers for a second or two, and when he looked up she was smiling at him.

He gathered his courage and said, “Listen, Lauren, I’m playing goalie this Saturday, and if you’re—”

The tires squealed, glass shattered, and metal crunched. The van crashed so hard to a sudden stop that its rear tires lifted and slammed down, tossing Ochoa and Lauren. The back of her head smacked the side wall of the cargo bay as the van came to rest.

“What the hell . . . ?” she said.

“You all right?” Ochoa unbuckled his belt to cross to her, but before he could get out of it, the rear doors flew open and three men in ski masks and gloves were filling it, holding guns on them. Two were Glocks, the third guy had a nasty-looking assault rifle.

“Hands!” shouted the one with the AR-15. Ochoa hesitated, and the shooter put a round in the rear tire underneath him. Lauren screamed, and even with all his range experience, the muzzle blast made Ochoa jump. “Hands, now!” Ochoa raised his high. Lauren’s were already up. The other two masks belted their Glocks and went to work unlatching the hardware securing the gurney holding Cassidy Towne’s body to the floor of the van. They made quick work of it, and as the rifleman adjusted his position to keep his aim on Ochoa, his crew rolled the gurney out of the cargo bay and wheeled it somewhere to the side of the vehicle where Ochoa had no view.

Behind them southbound traffic on Second was bunching up. The lane immediately behind the shooter was at a stop; the other lanes were crawling around the blockage. Ochoa tried to memorize all the details for later, if there was going to be a later. Not much to go on. He saw one passing driver on his cell phone and was hoping it was a call to Emergency when the crew returned to slam the cargo doors.

“Come out, and you’re dead,” called the AR-15 through the metal.

“Stay in here,” said Lauren, but the detective had his weapon in his hand.

“Don’t move,” he told her and kicked the door open. He jumped out on the opposite side of where they had taken the gurney and did a cover roll behind the rear wheel. Underneath the van he could see broken glass, fluid streaming from the engine, and the wheels of the dump truck they had T-boned.

Tires burned rubber, and Ochoa booked it around the van in shooting position, but the big SUV—black, no plates—sped off. Its driver cut a sharp, evasive turn to put the dump truck between himself and Ochoa. In the seconds it took the detective to run up to the truck and brace, the SUV had turned off onto 38th Street for the FDR, the East River, or who knew where?

Behind Ochoa a driver called out, “Hey, buddy, can you move this?”

The detective turned. Sitting out there in the traffic lane was Cassidy Towne’s gurney. It was empty.

Detective Heat returned to the bull pen from dropping off Cassidy Towne’s phone message cassettes and datebook for analysis by Forensics. Raley strode to her as soon as she walked in. “Got an update on Coyote Man.”

“Do you have to do that?” Heat objected to giving victims nicknames. She understood the economy of it, the shorthand it created for a busy squad to quickly communicate, sort of like naming a Word file something that everyone could easily reference. But there was also a dark humor component to it she didn’t like. Heat also understood that—the coping mechanism on a grim job was to depersonalize it by making light of the dark. But Nikki was a product of her own experience. Recalling her mother’s murder, she didn’t want to think the homicide crew on that case had had slang for her mom, and the best way to respect that was not to do it herself. . . . And to discourage it in her squad, which she had always done, albeit with spotty success.

“Sorry, sorry,” said Raley. “Re-set. I have some information on our deceased male Hispanic from this morning. The gentleman who you speculated may have been attacked by the coyote?”

“Better.”

“Thank you. Traffic found an illegally parked produce truck a block from the body. Registered to . . .” Raley consulted his notes, “Esteban Padilla of East One Hundred and Fifteenth.”

“Spanish Harlem. You sure it’s his truck?”

Raley nodded. “Positive match to the vic in a family photo taped to his dashboard.” Just the sort of detail that always made Nikki’s stomach take an elevator plunge. “I’ll do a follow-up.”

“Good, keep me up on it.” She gave him a nod and started to her desk.

“So you really think that was a coyote, huh?”

“Looked it to me,” she said. “They do get into the city every now and again. But I have to go with the ME on this one. If it was a coyote, it came after the fact. I can’t think of any coyote that would steal a man’s wallet.”

“Wile E. Coyote would have.” Rook. Smart-assing from the old desk he used to sit at. “Of course, he would have gotten some ACME dynamite first and blown his nose and hair off. And then stood there blinking.” He demonstrated. “I watched a lot of cartoons as a youngster. Part of my unsupervised upbringing.”

Raley looped back to his desk and Heat stepped over to Rook. “I thought you were going to write a statement and go.”

“I wrote it,” he said. “Then I tried to make an espresso out of this machine I gave you guys and it’s NG.”

“We, um, haven’t made a lot of espresso drinks since you left.”

“Clearly.” Rook stood and dragged the machine from the back of the desk toward him. “God, these things are always heavier than they look. See? It’s not plugged in, the water reservoir is down . . . Let me set it up for you.”

“We’re good.”

“OK, fine, but if you decide to use it, don’t just put water in. It’s a pump, Nikki. And like any pump it has to be primed.”

“Fine.”

“Do you want some help with that? There’s a right way and a wrong way.”

“I know how to—” She ended that thread of conversation right there. “Listen, let’s forget all about . . .”

“Steamy deliciousness?”

“. . . coffee, and look at your statement. Deal?”

“Done.” He handed her a single sheet of paper and sat on the edge of the desk, waiting.

She looked up from the page. “This is it?”

“I tried to be concise.”

“This is one paragraph.”

“You’re a busy woman, Nikki Heat.”

“All right, look.” She paused to collect her thoughts before she continued. “I was left with the distinct impression that your weeks—weeks—in the company of our murdered gossip columnist would mean you had more knowledge than this.” She dangled the page at its corner between her thumb and forefinger so that it sold flimsy. The air-conditioning kicked on and it even waved in the breeze, a nice touch.

“I do have more knowledge.”

“But?”

“I’m bound by my journalistic ethics not to compromise my sources.”

“Rook, your source is dead.”

“And that would release me,” he said.

“Then pony up.”

“But there are others I talked to who might not want to be compromised. Or things I saw, or confidences I was given access to that I wouldn’t want to write down and have taken out of context at someone’s expense.”

“Maybe some time to think about this is what you need.”

“Hey, you could put me in the Zoo Lockup.” He chuckled. “That was one of the great take-aways from my ride-along, seeing you break down the newbies in Interrogation with that hollow threat. Beautiful. And effective.”

She assessed him a beat and said, “You’re right. I’m a busy woman.” She took a half step and he blocked her.

“Wait, I have a solution to this little dilemma.” He paused long enough to let her complete a rather unsubtle watch check. “What would you say if I told you we could work this case together?”

“You don’t want to hear what I’d say, Rook.”

“Hear me out. I want to see through this critical new angle of my Cassidy Towne piece. And if we were a team, I could share my leads and insights about the victim with you. I want access, you want sources, it’s win-win. No, it’s better than win-win. It’s me-you. Just like old times.”

In spite of herself, Nikki felt a tug on a level she didn’t control. But then she thought, maybe she couldn’t control the feeling, but she could control herself. “Do you have any idea how transparent you are? All you want to do is dangle your sources and insight so you can spend time with me again. Nice try,” she said and moved off to her desk.

Rook followed her. “I was kind of hoping you’d like this idea, for two reasons. First, beyond—yes—the pleasure of your company, it would give us a chance to clear the air about whatever happened between us.”

“That’s only one reason. What’s the other?”

“Captain Montrose already approved it.”

“No . . .”

“He’s a great guy. Smart, too. And the pair of Knicks tickets didn’t hurt.” Rook extended his hand to shake. “Looks like it’s you and me, partner.”

While Nikki stared at his hand, her phone rang and she turned away to answer. “Hey, Ochoa.” Then her face lost color and her exclamation of “What?!” made heads turned in the bull pen. “Are you all right?” She listened, nodding, and said, “All right. Get back here as soon as you can after you make your statement.”

When she hung up, she had an audience of the bull pen around her desk. “That was Ochoa. Somebody stole Cassidy Towne’s body.”

A stunned silence followed, which was broken by Rook. “Looks like we’re teaming up just at the right time.”

Heat’s look didn’t match his enthusiasm.
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