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        COLD AS ICE

        Cold Justice® – The Negotiators (Book #5)

      

      

      When Darby O’Roarke wakes up in a strange house with a dead man – with no memory of what happened – she knows who she has to call: FBI Supervisory Special Agent Eban Winters…the man she fell for, and who rejected her, last summer.

      A negotiator isn’t supposed to get involved with kidnap victims, and Eban has been trying to avoid the temptation that is Darby O’Roarke ever since they met. One frantic phone call has him racing to Alaska to uncover the truth, but he faces stubborn opposition from the local police, and a growing media frenzy.

      Getting Darby released from jail and keeping her safe is his first priority. When another woman is brutally slain, evidence emerges that suggests Darby is being framed, and that the culprit is a vicious serial killer who has eluded the FBI for more than a decade…and, now, the killer has Darby in their sights.

      Content Advisory: this book contains sex scenes, swear words, violence (murder), and characters who have suffered past sexual abuse (commensurate with most Romantic Suspense novels). For more information:

      www.toniandersonauthor.com/content-advisory

      Sign up for Toni Anderson’s newsletter to receive new release alerts, exclusive bonus scenes, and a free copy of The Killing Game:

      www.toniandersonauthor.com/newsletter-signup
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      January 26th.

       

      Darby O’Roarke woke slowly. Her heart banged for a few unruly moments before she reminded herself. It was over. She was safe. They couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      She winced as the throbbing pain in her head ebbed and flowed. Her vision was foggy with the remnants of some insidious nightmare clinging to the edges of her mind. She clutched the blanket tight around her as the room came into focus. Frowned. This wasn’t her bedroom. This wasn’t her apartment.

      Where am I?

      Nausea started low in her abdomen and crept along her gut. Panicked, she lifted the covers, inhaling a relieved breath when she saw she was fully dressed. No soreness, either. Her mind flinched away from the direction it had taken. She refused to let those monsters hurt her anymore. They were dead. She wasn’t. She wouldn’t allow their depravity to destroy her.

      She forced the feelings away as she stared up at the lofty ceiling. She was living in Fairbanks, Alaska now, not a shack near the equator. She was safe, dammit. On someone’s uncomfortable couch with a woolen blanket thrown over her to ward off the chill.

      The drapes were pulled closed revealing only a sliver of dull light. The sun wasn’t up yet, but this far north, in January, that didn’t mean much.

      The headache retreated a little. She shivered beneath the blanket as she lay on the lumpy, musty-smelling couch. The walls had fake wood panels, and Christmas baubles hung off a rack of antlers that were mounted over the fireplace. A man’s jacket lay draped over the nearby chair, next to her own green, goose-down parka.

      This was Martin Carstairs’s living room, she realized. He’d held a potluck in December and pretty much everyone in the grad student program at the Geophysical Institute and the Department of Geophysics, University of Alaska Fairbanks, had attended, in addition to many of the professors and technical staff.

      Slowly, she turned her head and blinked at the gray ashes in the lifeless grate, trying to remember how she’d come to be here as she huddled deeper under the scratchy covering. She’d gone to a Burns Supper last night with other grad students. She remembered dancing with Martin and a bunch of other friends. Ceilidh dancing. The steps had been intricate and unfamiliar but the atmosphere exhilarating. Unlike the rest of her existence, she’d started to find a rhythm in the rambunctious reels.

      It had been fun, and fun was something she didn’t do very often. Even before what had happened last summer, she’d always put her studies first. She’d needed scholarships and grants to stay in school and that reality had always been enough to keep her focused on work. Fun came in a poor second place.

      Except…except that being abducted and raped had plunged her into the realization that life really might be too short. Too short to ignore the total absence of pleasure in her existence.

      Between Haley Cramer, her friends here at the university, her support group, her therapists, and a couple of beloved FBI negotiators, she’d been figuring out how to get back to being the person she was before her abduction. It wasn’t easy, but she was making progress.

      The dance had been very entertaining. Even the haggis had tasted better than she’d anticipated, like the homemade sausage her mother used to make when Darby had been a child. Her glance moved to the table and rested on two glasses, each with a small amount of amber liquid in them. Behind them stood a half empty bottle of twelve-year-old single malt. That explained the weird taste in her mouth and the throb of her temples. The whisky had definitely been less to her liking than the haggis. She wasn’t much of a drinker. Her father had never allowed alcohol in the house, probably because he’d have drowned himself in it years ago given half the chance.

      She frowned again. Had Martin invited her over for a drink? Had she accepted?

      Why?

      As much as she tried to force the memory, nothing came to her. It was a black hole.

      Had he…?

      Did they…?

      She wasn’t sure. She didn’t think so. It didn’t feel the same as… Maybe she’d passed out last night? Maybe she’d fallen asleep, and Martin had covered her up with a blanket and gone to bed? How had she gotten here?

      Why couldn’t she remember?

      She pushed off the couch and stumbled to the washroom. There was enough ambient light penetrating the windows now for her to find her way. Her stomach gurgled, but she didn’t feel as if she was going to throw up. She cupped some water from the tap into her mouth. Relished the freshness as the cold liquid ran down her throat.

      She avoided her reflection in the mirror. Didn’t want to see the outer skin of the freak who resided inside.

      Not a freak, Darby. A survivor.

      She rolled her eyes at her inner pep talk as she dried her hands on a hand towel. It was always Eban’s voice she heard in her head. No wonder he’d kept her so firmly in the friend zone. No wonder he’d told her to move on.

      She knew she had to get over him. It was taking a lot longer than she’d hoped. And now she was thinking about Eban again. About missing him. About wanting him.

      She forced him out of her mind as she headed back into the living room. She tied up her unruly hair using the ponytail holder she habitually wore on her wrist. She stood there uncertainly in the empty room, listening hard.

      It was quiet. Too quiet. Not even the hum of the furnace to break the silence. Dawn was finally beginning to brighten the world behind the closed drapes, which meant she was already later than she wanted to be for work.

      “Martin?” she called softly.

      No reply.

      She gnawed her lip. She knew his housemate was away doing field work. Was Martin upstairs asleep? Had he passed out drunk? Or had he already gone into the lab?

      She glanced at her watch. Almost ten. Ugh. She needed to head in soon but felt bad leaving without talking to him. She didn’t want things to become awkward. When had she blacked out? At the dance? The idea was mortifying. The grad student community was small and tight knit, and she was already the object of speculation and pity; she didn’t need another black mark of weirdness held against her.

      She grabbed the drinking glasses off the table and took them into the kitchen, dumped them along with the other dirty dishes in the sink.

      No dishwasher and clearly Martin was not as good at housekeeping as he was at writing modelling software. She reached for the dish soap, filled up the sink with clean hot water and started to wash the crockery, stacking it neatly on the drainer. Cleaning helped calm her anxiety, and she deliberately made enough noise to wake the dead, hoping to rouse Martin if he was still home.

      Her truck sat outside the back window—which explained how she’d gotten here. Martin’s old beater looked like a rusted hulk beside it, plugged in to the block heater via a long orange extension cable so that the engine didn’t freeze in the extreme cold.

      Her eyebrows scrunched. She’d never drink and drive—maybe someone else had taken the wheel? Had Martin driven her truck because she’d been too drunk on a thimble-full of whisky to get home? She looked at the glasses she’d brought through from the living room. If so, why give her more alcohol when they got back here?

      The fact she couldn’t remember was the most worrisome part of this. Darby liked facts and logic, but nothing was making sense. She dried her hands on the dish towel hanging off the stove and tried not to turn up her nose at the state of the limp rag. This wasn’t her house. The cleanliness of the kitchen was not her problem.

      Martin might have already left, caught a ride with one of the others or walked into the Institute as he often did. Perhaps Darby hadn’t been the only one sleeping over last night? Maybe someone else had been drinking the whisky… That made a lot more sense.

      She walked back into the living room and picked up her coat, unsure of what to do. What if Martin was sick?

      She chewed her lip, uncertain. Eight months ago, she wouldn’t have had a second thought about yelling up the stairs or waking him. Now she was always second guessing herself, second guessing the consequences.

      She squared her shoulders. She’d go upstairs, knock on the door and thank him for use of the couch. Make sure he was okay. If he wasn’t here, he wouldn’t know, so she wouldn’t need to feel awkward or embarrassed for snooping around uninvited.

      Had she made a complete fool of herself last night? It shouldn’t matter so much, but after everything that had happened last summer, her dignity was important to her. Vital even. Right next to her sanity.

      She forced herself to move. Her sock-covered feet whispered silently over the polished floorboards.

      “Martin?” She bounded noisily up the stairs, wanting to warn the guy she was approaching, especially as he might not be alone.

      She hit the top level and realized she had no clue which room was his. She knocked on the first door and eased it slowly open. Inside was a twin bed and two desks crammed in along with gaming chairs. Man, she must have been totally wasted to not even make it up the stairs to the spare room. She knocked on the second door and it swung open.

      A musky scent lingered in the air. She wrinkled her nose. Sweat, dirty laundry, and something else…

      “Martin? Are you in here?” She peeked around the wall and spotted the end of a bed. A rumpled duvet covered what looked like the bump of feet, so she was probably in the right spot. The feet didn’t stir, despite all the noise she was making. She took another reluctant step forward and tapped on the wall. “Hey.” She raised her voice. “Thanks for letting me crash here last night. Sorry I passed out on you. As you know, I’m not used to alcohol.”

      She forced a laugh. The person in the bed still didn’t move. Didn’t react. Was he okay? She took another step forward and peeked around the edge. Froze.

      Martin lay on his back, eyes open, staring at the ceiling. His pale chest was naked except for the hunting knife protruding from it.

      Bile rose in her throat.

      No, no, no.

      Darby slapped her hand over her mouth, swallowed repeatedly and backed away. She whirled and ran down the stairs, catching herself on the railing to prevent herself from falling. She grabbed her coat, stuffed her feet into her snow boots, dashed out of the front door, ignoring the frigid air that stung her wet cheeks. Down the steps, around the side of the house, fumbling to unlock her truck with the key fob that was thankfully in her coat pocket.

      She huddled inside the vehicle, breathing hard, and turned the ignition, beyond grateful when the engine started even though the block heater wasn’t plugged in. She slammed it into Reverse but stamped her foot on the brake.

      Where would she go?

      What about poor Martin?

      She couldn’t leave him that way. Oh my God. Martin was dead. Tears blinded her eyes, and she dug a hand into her pocket, relieved to find her phone.

      Her hands shook as she brought up recent calls and pressed Quentin Savage, a friend who was also a Unit Chief at the FBI. She closed her eyes. He was going to be so mad with her, so disappointed, so hurt, but at least he’d know what to do.

      “Darby?”

      She froze, glanced at the screen. Somehow, she’d misdialed and Eban Winters was now on the line. But maybe it hadn’t been an accident. Perhaps it was cowardice—the idea of disappointing Quentin or Haley burned like acid in her throat. But so did the thought of driving this man away for good.

      “Darby? Are you okay?” Eban asked.

      The sound of his voice always made her yearn for his presence. He calmed her. Made her feel safe. Made her feel other things she wanted to explore. But couldn’t. Because he wasn’t interested. He’d made that abundantly clear. And now it was too late.

      “Darby.” His voice became more insistent. “Is everything okay?”

      Because over the last seven months she’d called him when situations overcame her. When her anxiety was too high to talk to Quentin, or Haley, and the only lifeline she had left was this man with his beautiful voice and reluctant lips. God, he would hate her doing this to him.

      She already hated herself.

      “Darby?” His tone turned sharp. “Are you there? What’s going on?”

      “Eban.” Her voice trembled. Tears flooded her vision. “I think I might have killed someone.”
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      “Who’s the victim?” Detective Signy Torgerson had pulled up into a maelstrom of flashing lights and police activity along Lawlor Road. She eyed a young redhead sitting in the back of a police cruiser, staring out at her with huge, haunted eyes.

      “Martin Carstairs. Twenty-eight-year-old white male. He’s upstairs in the bedroom. Myself and another patrol officer took the call and secured the scene seconds after the Fire Department arrived.” The patrol sergeant, who everyone called Big Al, was a quiet giant of a Black man who took his job extremely seriously. “EMT crews arrived on scene, but I denied them access to the dwelling as the victim was clearly dead.”

      “Did the fire department enter the building?” she asked.

      Big Al shook his head.

      “Good.” Signy eyed the trampled snow along the driveway with annoyance. “Get them all out of here.”

      She headed inside, donning protective booties and a Tyvek suit on the rickety covered front porch. Inside she nodded to the evidence tech who was dusting a small coffee table for prints. A bottle of whisky sat alone on the table. Twelve-year-old Highland Park. Someone had good taste in booze. She did a quick tour of the downstairs but saw nothing out of the ordinary aside from that lonely bottle of scotch and a rumpled blanket on the couch.

      Flashes of light drew her up the stairs to where the police photographer was cataloguing the bedroom. He came out of the room with a grim look on his face.

      Death was always disturbing, often messy, sometimes gruesome.

      Signy didn’t know what to expect as she stepped inside. She knew the victim had been stabbed but this scene was surprisingly clinical and lacking in blood. She was grateful. She’d just finished breakfast.

      The knife in the chest was quite the statement though. Her brows rose. No denying the intent of the person who’d planted that sucker hilt deep. The face of the woman in the back of the cruiser flittered into her mind. You never knew what people were capable of simply by looking at them.

      She stood in the room absorbing the details. Clothes in a heap on the floor beside the bed, including what looked like a single black winter glove with a smear of something staining the fabric. Cell phone plugged into the charger on the bedside table. Half a glass of water on the stand. There was a paperback novel on the floor, page corners bent over, marking the spot. He’d never get the chance to finish the story now.

      A noise outside the room had her jerking out of her contemplation. Her boss would be calling her for an update shortly, and she’d better have something for him. The two other detectives in the department were working with the DEA and RCMP on a big drug trafficking bust and were unavailable all this week.

      Signy was on her own, but she didn’t mind. In fact, she preferred it that way. She’d just applied for a promotion, and she had a feeling this case could make or break her chances.

      She took out her cell and captured her own photographs of the room and the body. Then she hurried downstairs, took a couple more snapshots of the whisky bottle and left the evidence guys to finish their jobs.

      She wobbled as she stripped off the Tyvek suit before pulling on her parka and heading back outside. The temperature stole her breath. The fire truck was gone, and a small group of onlookers stood in a huddle on the far side of the road.

      Signy made her way to the cruiser where the suspect sat in the back. She nodded to the officer and opened the back door.

      “She have ID?” Signy asked the officer.

      The redhead responded. “My name is Darby O’Roarke.” She spoke in a soft monotone.

      Signy had heard the name before but didn’t know where. Maybe Darby O’Roarke was a repeat offender she’d yet to run across.

      “You called it in?”

      O’Roarke nodded.

      “You stab the guy?”

      Those green eyes of hers widened, and Signy was sure that pitiful look worked on all the guys, but she was immune. Signy waited for an answer.

      Finally, the girl seemed to come back into herself. Had she been attacked? Was this a case of self-defense?

      “No comment,” Darby O’Roarke mumbled dully.

      Signy and the patrol guy shared a look. Those were not the first words out of an innocent mouth during questioning.

      “You found him?” Signy pressed.

      O’Roarke nodded.

      “You’re saying you didn’t kill him?” Signy tried to keep her tone understanding rather than condemning.

      The woman’s eyes hooked on Signy again and then traveled past her to the group of onlookers standing behind police tape.

      “You all right, Darby?” one of the girls there shouted.

      Darby O’Roarke flinched.

      Signy eyed the group with more interest. “Friends of yours?”

      O’Roarke nodded hesitantly. “And of Martin’s.”

      Signy angled her body between the onlookers and her suspect. “You’d help both us and yourself a great deal if you tell me exactly what happened here last night, Darby.”

      Those green eyes hid a myriad of unspoken secrets. She swallowed audibly. “I want to talk to my lawyer before I say anything more.”

      Signy set her teeth. Then she shut the door with a firm bang and turned to her fellow officer. “Take her in. Get her booked.”

      Signy headed over to the crowd and took out her notebook. “Who here knew Martin Carstairs?”

      A collective gasp rose up and Signy grimaced at her slip to past tense.

      “We all do.” A short woman hugged the arms of the two men standing on either side of her. “Is he… Is he dead?”

      “I’m afraid so.” She needed to get them all interviewed separately which was not going to be easy with the windchill in the minus double digits. She eyed the group, many of whom had now started to weep. “You go to school together?”

      The short brunette appeared to have elected herself spokesperson. “We’re all grad students at UAF.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jacqui.” The girl looked as if she might throw up. “Jacqui Paulson.”

      “Is Darby O’Roarke also a grad student at UAF, Jacqui?” Signy asked.

      The girl nodded. Her brows crinkled. “Why did you take Darby away in a police cruiser?”

      Signy said nothing and tried to ignore the burning of her ears because she’d left her winter hat in her work vehicle. “Look, it’s extremely cold and this is going to take some time. Is there somewhere on campus I can interview you all?

      “There’s a large foyer at the Geophysical Institute that I’m sure you can use,” Jacqui suggested, but she wasn’t stupid. “Did Darby kill Martin?”

      Signy remained silent.

      Jacqui’s voice went higher. “Or should we be worried about there being a killer on the loose?”

      Signy didn’t need the whole town going into a panic. “We’re not looking for anyone else in connection to this case at this moment in time.”

      Jacqui went white.

      “If I can get your names, I will meet you up at the Institute.”

      Signy wrote them down along with cell phone numbers and the crowd started to disperse.

      Signy gave a sigh. Just as well. The Medical Examiner had arrived.
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      Ignoring the bitter wind, Eban strode from his rental car into the Police Department in Fairbanks, Alaska, at 2:56 PM. He’d spent the last five and a half hours getting here and every second had eroded his nerves like a lifetime of worry.

      He’d been in Sea-Tac Airport, about to catch a flight back to Quantico when Darby had called him. He’d spent all last night helping negotiate a peaceful ending to a standoff in the headquarters of one of the world’s biggest tech giants. A woman had held one of the senior managers at gunpoint until the guy had admitted he’d passed her over for promotion several times because she’d rebuffed his lecherous advances. Eban had persuaded her she owed it to herself to come out of this situation alive.

      He’d been thinking about Darby as he’d spoken to the woman. Thinking about how much she had to live for and how unfair the world was sometimes. He’d been thinking how hard it was to have distanced himself from the one woman in the world he wanted to spend more time with.

      The euphoria of coming off a successful, non-violent end to a major incident that had caught national headlines crashed the second he’d heard Darby’s voice on the phone and realized she was in trouble.

      I think I might have killed someone.

      Big trouble. Life-changing trouble.

      He’d told her to sit tight, call the police, and demand a lawyer. To say absolutely nothing until he or the lawyer got there.

      Eban had managed to wrangle himself onto a full direct flight to Fairbanks by offering to act as an Air Marshal and he’d made it here in record time. Five and a half hours later than he wanted. That was a long time in police custody, especially for someone as vulnerable as Darby. Three hundred and thirty minutes of agony when all he wanted to do was bundle her close and protect her from whatever the hell was going on.

      He held out his creds to the person behind the desk. “Supervisory Special Agent Eban Winters. Here to see Darby O’Roarke.”

      “Wow.” The woman’s brows hiked. “That’s the suspect in this morning’s homicide case, right? You move fast. Detective Torgerson is interviewing her right now. We weren’t expecting the Feds to become involved.”

      He clenched his jaw as she buzzed him in. The idea that Darby was considered “the suspect” struck him hard even though he’d expected it.

      “If you want to wait by the detective’s desk⁠—”

      “I’d rather talk to Detective Torgerson immediately.”

      The receptionist looked taken aback by his tone. He softened his approach, damping down the inner tension that had him snapping at strangers.

      “If that’s no trouble.” He smiled as he spoke. Forcing a change in his expression automatically changed his tone and how the woman perceived him. “I missed your name?”

      “Shayla Snow.” She relaxed and smiled back. From her dark hair and features, he presumed she was a Native Alaskan. “Follow me. I’ll see what I can do, although Detective Torgerson hates being disturbed during an interview. She can be quite prickly.”

      Good to know. “Sorry for putting you in the line of fire, Shayla. Feel free to place the blame firmly on my shoulders where it belongs.”

      The woman relaxed further. He followed her through the bullpen of desks and cubicles, aware of the glances sent to him by the officers there. They’d want to know why a Fed was interested in what they probably assumed was a routine homicide investigation. Darby was anything but routine, and his feelings for her were complicated.

      Shayla led him down a corridor and opened the door into an interview room. “Wait here while I fetch the detective. You can observe until she’s ready if you wish.”

      Shayla smiled and left before he could argue.

      He turned around. Through a one-way window, he spotted the woman who had haunted his dreams for the last seven months. Ever since he’d pulled her off that lump of volcanic rock in the Banda Sea, almost feral after the abuse she’d suffered. She’d occupied his thoughts each and every day. Consumed his emotions. Made him wonder what his life would be like if things were different.

      Her face was pale. Green eyes huge and shadowed. Her vivid hair was pulled back into a severe ponytail that emphasized her bone structure. She clearly wasn’t eating enough. She wore a baggy blue t-shirt that hung off her shoulders and black leggings that were bunched up at the ankles. She looked deceptively fragile and weak, tired and beaten.

      Darby O’Roarke was one of the strongest people he knew.

      He went over and pressed the button so he could listen in to the interview. See if he could ascertain any facts about the investigation the detective might not voluntarily share with him later. He watched another officer open the door and take a message from Shayla. The detective gave a barely perceptible shake of her head when the officer looked at her and he closed the door.

      Torgerson clearly didn’t want to be interrupted. From her eager expression, the detective thought she was close to a breakthrough. Had Darby already told her something?

      Son of a bitch.

      “You and Martin were friends?”

      Darby bit her lip.

      That’s it, Darby. Don’t fall for the bait.

      “Let me ask this, do you even care he’s dead?” The detective’s words were harsh, designed to elicit a response.

      Darby’s eyes welled with tears, but she didn’t let them fall.

      “Don’t answer her.” Eban narrowed his gaze at the tense tableau.

      Unfortunately, Darby allowed herself to be drawn out by the experienced detective. “Of course, I care. We were friends. Even if we weren’t, a man is dead. Of course, I care.” Then she looked away and Eban knew exactly what she was thinking about.

      The past that haunted her. The past that haunted them both.

      The detective leaned into the questioning now. She’d gotten Darby talking. It wouldn’t take long to break her down to the point she told the detective everything the police officer wanted to hear. It wouldn’t take long for the detective to get her to admit to killing this guy even though Eban refused to believe it. No matter what had happened in the past.

      “Someone mentioned they saw the two of you dancing last night. Did you go home with him willingly?”

      Regret shot through Eban—that Darby had finally given up on him and started to see someone else.

      She deserved to be happy. She really deserved to be happy. The fact it couldn’t be with him tore him apart but, up until the phone call this morning, he’d thought he was doing the right thing. For her sake.

      “I danced with everyone last night,” Darby’s voice was hoarse. “It was a ceilidh.”

      “Including Martin?”

      “Yes. Lots of people.”

      “Did you willingly accompany Martin to his home?”

      “Yes. No.” Darby put her head into her hands. “I don’t remember.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t remember?”

      Eban didn’t miss the note of satisfaction that filtered through Torgerson’s tone. She thought she was getting her subject to crack.

      Not on his watch.

      Darby opened her mouth to answer even though he’d explicitly told her to say nothing besides “no comment.” Eban pressed the two-way intercom button and introduced himself. “Supervisory Special Agent Eban Winters from the Federal Bureau of Investigation here to see Detective Torgerson.”

      Darby straightened and her green eyes shot to the mirror as did the icy blue gaze of the blonde detective who swiveled to face him.

      Torgerson glared even though she couldn’t see him. Stood. Ended the interview and left the room.

      Eban braced himself for the detective’s wrath although it was irrelevant. Darby’s expression visibly filled with relief and that was all that mattered. She knew he was here now and would hopefully trust him to help figure out this mess.

      He mentally urged her not to say anything else to the police, no matter how innocuous she thought it might be. There were potential landmines in her past. None were her fault. All could be used against her.

      Five seconds later, Detective Torgerson strode into the observation room.

      “Thanks for that, SSA Winters. You just sabotaged hours of patient progress. The suspect has barely said a word since she arrived—” Good “—and I was finally getting her to open up.”

      Torgerson was young to be a full detective, and not even a little intimidated by his gold shield. Ambitious. Confident in her own abilities. Not what he was hoping for.

      “My apologies, Detective Torgerson,” Eban said evenly. “I’m surprised your suspect hadn’t already lawyered up.”

      He held the detective’s gaze. He’d told Darby, over and over, not to say a damn thing until either he, or the attorney Haley Cramer was arranging, arrived on scene. This detective had obviously ignored Darby’s request for a lawyer which meant Torgerson was the one who had the issue with procedure. Not him.

      The detective looked away. “We were just chatting.”

      Eban smiled. Darby was under arrest and the two were not friends. “Chatting?” He raised the inflection of his voice in a friendly questioning manner as he mirrored the last word.

      “She called us from the scene but now claims she can’t remember anything that happened. She’s obviously lying.”

      “Lying?”

      The detective sat on the edge of a table. “Yeah. She cleaned up the scene before she called us and freaked out when we spotted blood on her clothes.”

      “Blood?”

      “We can’t say for certain it came from the victim yet, but we took her clothes for analysis.”

      Eban clenched his fists until his nails bit into his palms. The idea of Darby being forced to strip down in front of a stranger. Alone and scared…

      A tall, blond, well-dressed white man entered the room on the other side of the window. Eban and the detective both watched as he introduced himself to Darby.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Torgerson muttered under her breath.

      “Who is he?” asked Eban, hoping he knew.

      “A lawyer.” Detective Torgerson’s lips pinched in annoyance. “A high-priced shark based out of Anchorage. I didn’t think O’Roarke could afford an attorney like him. I figured she’d pull a newbie from the public defender’s office.”

      And be easy pickings for another shark, but this one wearing a badge. Thank goodness Darby had rich friends, and what that said about the justice system Eban didn’t like to think about.

      From the way Torgerson stared at the attorney, Eban figured they’d clashed before.

      “You two know each other?” Eban should feel guilty for wanting to undermine this detective who was simply doing her job, except he did not believe Darby would kill anyone except in self-defense. However, if the police found out what Darby had endured last summer, they might twist the events to suit themselves. Hell, if he didn’t know Darby as intimately as he did, if this was his case, she’d be his prime suspect. She’d done everything except confess.

      And he wasn’t about to let her do that.

      “We crossed paths a few years ago.” Torgerson eyed him and her expression closed down. She wasn’t about to reveal her secrets any more than he would reveal his. “What is your interest in my case?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss details at this point.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I thought the FBI was trying to leave behind its reputation for trampling all over local PDs to snag a case.”

      Nice try. “I have no intention of trampling over anyone or snagging your case, Detective.”

      Torgerson didn’t look convinced.

      “Is it possible for me to visit the crime scene?” he asked.

      The detective shrugged. “Sure. There isn’t much to see though. No struggle. Guy died in bed. He’s at the morgue.”

      “Get the ME to do a full tox panel and put a rush on it.”

      The detective tipped her head to the side, and her eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “Because if that young woman’s defense,” he pointed dispassionately through the window at Darby as if he hadn’t held her in his arms while she cried, “is that she can’t remember anything, you better damn well have run blood work looking for any chemical traces of drugs in both their systems.”

      The detective pulled a face. “Fine.” She pulled out her cell phone and spoke to the medical examiner. While she did so, Eban watched through the window as Darby spoke to the lawyer.

      The guy was handsome, polished and assured. Mid-thirties. His suit probably cost more than Eban’s car. Blond, chiseled, built. Eban fought against the natural inclination to hate the guy. Defense attorneys were never flavor-of-the-month within law enforcement circles even though they were a necessary evil.

      Eban texted Haley to tell her that her guard dog had arrived. The lawyer better be as good as he obviously thought he was. Knowing Haley Cramer and her protective feelings toward Darby, the guy was probably the best damn criminal defense attorney in the entire state, if not the entire west coast.

      Darby was going to need him.

      He squashed his protective instincts. As much as Eban wanted to go in and comfort Darby, as much as he wanted to hold her tight and tell her everything was going to be okay, he couldn’t show his hand to the police here. Not until they were as convinced as he was that, unless her life depended on it, Darby O’Roarke would never hurt a fly.

      He turned to the detective who had zeal and determination oozing out of every pore. “Let’s go.”

      Leaving Darby in another man’s capable hands and hating himself for failing her all over again.
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      Darby tried to hide her disappointment that the man who entered the room wasn’t Eban. The relief at hearing Eban’s voice over the intercom had hit her like a cataclysm. She hadn’t realized how desperate she was for a friend, but he was here now. Hopefully, vouching for the fact that she wasn’t a homicidal maniac, at least, not under normal circumstances.

      She was a good person. Wasn’t she?

      The lawyer—because who else dressed that elegantly in this climate?—stared at her steadily and she stared back.

      Was he looking for signs of guilt or signs of innocence? She didn’t know what happened last night so had no idea how she was supposed to act. Presumably she’d been the one to kill Martin and that terrible possibility threatened to obliterate everything she’d thought she’d known about herself.

      She looked away, feeling uncomfortably exposed.

      She couldn’t imagine what her other friends and fellow grad students were thinking at UAF.

      Grief, obviously, the way she felt grief for the loss of a good friend.

      Relief perhaps, that they’d had a lucky escape? That they’d known she was off her rocker since she’d returned to the Institute last summer and could have attacked any one of them?

      The thought of being responsible for Martin’s death was unbearable, and she wanted to curl into a ball and howl. She hadn’t been able to look any of them in the eye when she’d been driven past them in the back of the police car. Her advisor, Professor Jim Nilsson, was pretentious and image conscious at the best of times. This would give him a cardiac arrest. She shied away from thinking about what it meant for her Ph.D.

      She wasn’t sure she could handle the destruction of her dreams. Not on top of everything else.

      Eban and Quentin had both told her not to say a thing to the cops until her lawyer arrived. She’d assumed, as they were law enforcement, they’d have told her to simply tell the truth. She was a little shocked at their vehement insistence on complete silence and knew she’d already fudged that up.

      Her resolve had begun to crumble under pressure. Detective Torgerson had been questioning her steadily, almost kindly, for a couple of hours. She’d seemed nice at first. Straightforward. Honest. Exactly the kind of person Darby prided herself on being. Then the woman had begun to get pushy and insistent. Darby had started to feel as if she was wasting her time and being difficult by not confessing everything, even though she had no clear memory of events.

      She knew the detective was only doing her job. Darby wanted to be helpful—it was in her nature to be helpful. But what if the truth was that she had killed Martin in cold blood? How could she ever recover from that? How could she live with herself?

      Her friends would be devastated. Eban…

      “I’d like to speak to my client alone, please.” The lawyer addressed the police officer by the door, jerking Darby out of her spiraling anxiety.

      The cop nodded and turned to leave.

      “Make sure any recording equipment is turned off, if you don’t mind, Officer. And that no one is in the observation room until we’re done.”

      “You’ll have complete privacy.” The man looked irritated by the list of instructions. “Call if you need any help. I’ll be right outside the door.”

      Help?

      Darby blinked. What kind of help? Did the policeman think she was dangerous and might overpower the attorney who was a foot taller and probably seventy pounds heavier? She visualized the knife in Martin’s chest and her stomach turned. Maybe he was right.

      “Miss O’Roarke?”

      She snapped to attention.

      The lawyer was tall, broad shouldered and the sort of good-looking that wore the king’s crown at homecoming every year.

      She nodded warily. “Yes.”

      “I’m Elliot Byrne. Your attorney.” He held out his hand, and she stared at it warily before forcing herself to reach out and squeeze.

      She sat on her hand as soon as he released it. Then frowned. “How do I know?”

      “Pardon me?”

      “How do I know you’re my lawyer and not another police officer pretending to be my lawyer?”

      His lips quirked—the first hint the man might have a sense of humor. He pulled out his wallet and showed her his driver’s license, then tossed her a business card. It was plain white, silk-laminated cardstock with his name boldly embossed on the front in no-nonsense black lettering.

      Elliot Byrne. Attorney At Law.

      She turned it over. On the back were his contact details.

      “Good for you.” He nodded approvingly like she was a child who needed to be built up with praise.

      Inside she tensed. She was a smart woman who wasn’t so easily manipulated, but this situation was difficult. This was really difficult.

      “Don’t take anything at face value, especially not any perceived kindness from the police department here. They are supposed to treat you with respect, but remember they want to get this case off the books as soon as possible and you are their prime suspect. In fact, right now, you’re their only suspect.”

      That didn’t sound good.

      He undid the buttons of his fine woolen coat and slid out of the garment, draping it over the chair beside her. He walked around the table and drew out the chair opposite. It screeched across the floor. She flinched.

      Detective Torgerson had sat in that same spot moments earlier with her unrelenting gaze and persistent questions. Where was Torgerson now? More importantly, where was Eban?

      He’d told her not to mention that he was on his way, just to wait for the lawyer. Quentin had insisted on much the same thing. She wasn’t good at lying, but she could win gold medals for evasion.

      Now the lawyer was here, and she felt more nervous than ever. Because he was supposed to help her, and she didn’t know if he could. She wasn’t sure she deserved any help and didn’t want to waste his time.

      His heavy, expensive-looking, stainless-steel wristwatch caught the light as he lifted his leather briefcase onto the table. He withdrew a yellow legal pad and set it on the table. Laid a fancy fountain pen neatly on top. This guy probably charged more per hour than she earned in a year. She licked her lips. “I think there’s been a mistake. I can’t afford to pay you very much, Mr. Byrne.”

      “That’s been taken care of.” The confidence in his voice was almost hypnotic and casually bulldozered aside her reservations. This was a man who was used to getting his own way.

      She cleared her throat, suddenly uncertain. “Look, I know Haley probably insisted, but I’m not sure I can accept this sort of charity.”

      “Ms. O’Roarke, can I be frank?” He met her gaze unflinchingly.

      Her mouth went dry at the seriousness of his tone. She nodded.

      “At this point, you can’t afford not to take Ms. Cramer’s charity, unless you want to spend the next twenty-five years in prison or a mental health facility for criminals.”

      “I’m not crazy.” Her voice shook.

      “Your therapist has already contacted the police and I know for a fact the District Attorney’s Office will want to get an independent psychological assessment before they proceed much further.”

      What if she had lost her mind? Snapped? Despondency rose inside her. She’d been close to it the day Quentin had found her in that squalid little hut in Indonesia. She folded her arms over her chest, not wanting to reveal how unsettled she was at the thought her sanity might have slipped, especially if she’d then gone and murdered someone. Not just someone—a friend, a good friend.

      She shivered, chilled to the bone. She didn’t think she’d ever warm up again.

      The corners of Elliot Byrne’s mouth stretched downwards as if he regretted even that much honesty. “Look, Ms. Cramer obviously cares for you deeply. I suggest you let her worry about the bill while you and I work on getting you out of here.”

      Darby drew in a long breath and let her lungs fill, let the physical action help calm her racing pulse even though it didn’t want to settle. Breathing exercises had gotten her through a lot of panic-inducing situations in the past. Nothing like this though. “Do you genuinely believe that’s possible?”

      His smile was blindingly white. “I haven’t lost a case yet.”

      His arrogance was attractive because he was on her side. Darby straightened. “In court you mean? You think this will go to trial?” Was that good or bad? She didn’t even know if she was innocent or guilty. She didn’t know if she should confess that to him or keep her mouth shut and hope this guy was as good as he evidently thought he was.

      He lost the smirk. “I’d rather this case never make it to trial, but if it does, I’m confident of my abilities.” He leaned back in the uncomfortable chair. “Now, I’d like you to talk me through the events of last night.”

      She stared at her intertwined fingers, not wanting to look him in the eye. “Aren’t you going to ask whether or not I did it?”

      “All my clients are not guilty, otherwise I wouldn’t represent them.” His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes this time.

      Darby frowned. What did that mean? There was no way everyone he represented was innocent. Her eyes widened as she met his clear blue gaze. “You’re telling me you have to believe in their innocence to represent them?” Or did he tell himself that so he could take all that money with a clear conscience?

      “All I need, all any jury needs, is reasonable doubt.” His expression was too controlled for jaded but Darby figured it was merely a matter of time.

      She hoped her case wasn’t the one to tip him over the edge. “What if I can’t remember what actually happened?”

      That granite jaw clenched and the muscles in his cheeks flexed. “The amnesia defense rarely works. I suggest we figure out some other reasonable scenario that doesn’t involve you punching a knife through that guy’s sternum and then forgetting about it.”

      Darby’s eyes stung as she looked away. Martin had been a friend of hers and he’d been violently murdered. Her hands shook as she drew them back into her lap. “That was cruel.”

      “I’m simply illustrating my point. The DA’s office won’t tread lightly.” The man’s gaze narrowed and then softened. “You were friends?”

      She nodded.

      “Lovers?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think so.” She rubbed her brow as she stared back down at the tabletop she was already intimately acquainted with. “I really don’t remember what happened last night. I want to. But it’s a blackhole after the dance.”

      He wrote something on his legal pad. “Did they run a tox screen on you? Or a rape kit?”

      Darby tensed. “They took a blood sample but no rape kit.”

      “I’ll arrange one from a private nurse⁠—”

      “Not a rape kit,” she snapped.

      He stilled, and his gaze once again became calculating. He opened his mouth to argue.

      “No,” she said, more calmly.

      He shut his mouth.

      She scanned his features. What did he think of her? What did he know? The silence between them hummed with unspoken questions, but he let it go. He centered the legal pad on the table.

      “Let’s start from the beginning and go through exactly what happened yesterday. Start with what you had for breakfast and go from there until you reach the part you can’t remember. I’m here to help you get through this, Ms. O’Roarke. I’m here to get you out of jail and keep you out of prison. Tell me everything. Don’t leave anything out. If the police discover something I don’t know, you’ll make me look like a fool.” Those intense blue eyes of his drilled into hers. “If there is one thing I do not tolerate, it is being made to look like a fool. Understand?”

      She understood. He had an ego. He wasn’t alone in having an ego. Many people did. But she wasn’t ready to tell him everything. Not yet. And if that made him angry, well, what was the worst that could happen? She was already being accused of murder. And she’d lived through the kind of nightmare that would ruffle even this man’s glacial perfection. But he was on her team. She needed as many people on her side as she could get.

      “You may as well start calling me Darby.” This situation was difficult enough and she needed at least the illusion that they were on friendly terms.

      Before her abduction last summer, she’d been confident and assertive. She longed to be that person again. Optimistic and unbelievably naive.

      Darby might not be close to many people, but she wasn’t insecure or shy. She was fiercely private. Very few people knew the full story about what had happened last summer even though she’d been forced to recount it a billion times.

      She straightened her spine and took a deep steadying breath, trying to recall what she’d eaten for breakfast yesterday morning, which now seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Granola? Probably. Along with some green tea. She was a creature of habit.

      He wrote it down and she stared at his neat handwriting. His precise and elegant cursive.

      She hoped Elliot Byrne was as brilliant as the confident persona he exuded. She hoped she hadn’t murdered poor Martin. And, she hoped, despite everything, that Eban hadn’t totally lost faith in her. If he did, then she’d truly be lost.
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      Eban followed the detective’s unmarked car along highways edged with deep-green conifers, which lined the road like dark sentinels all the way to the crime scene. The snow was glaringly bright despite the overcast nature of the day. The sky, a burgeoning, ominous gray that promised more flurries in the near future. Wind sliced across the road with razor-sharp teeth, taking a barrage of ice crystals with it.

      The roads were encrusted with compacted snow but were thankfully well gritted. He’d grown up in Montana where snowfall was measured in feet rather than inches, so he wasn’t intimidated by the conditions. The four-wheel drive and winter tires of the rented SUV helped. He wasn’t looking forward to the minus thirty windchill forecast for later tonight though.

      Darby loved it here despite the extreme winters…

      Twenty minutes west of downtown, the detective flipped on her blinker and pulled off the main highway into a sparsely populated area. A little farther and they came to a police cruiser on the side berm. The detective lowered the window and exchanged a few words with the officer guarding the scene.

      Eban wasn’t sure what to expect from this scene.

      It was definitely a homicide, he knew that at least. The victim had been found on his back with a knife in his chest, so it was unlikely he’d died of natural causes or in a freak accident.

      Eban forced himself not to run what-if scenarios through his mind and instead discover what the evidence told them—with the insider knowledge that Darby would never act violently toward anyone without extreme provocation.

      Torgerson pulled forward and parked in front of the cruiser. Eban reversed and tucked his rental behind the police car and grabbed his raid jacket before opening the door. It wasn’t much in terms of warmth, but it kept out the worst of the wind. It had the added benefit of telling other cops, without words, that he was here in his official capacity even though that wasn’t strictly true.

      His boss had ordered him to come although he’d already been on his way, and nothing would have stopped him. The Crisis Negotiation Unit could argue they needed to follow up with a victim from one of their cases who was involved with a possible first-degree murder charge. CNU would have invaluable input into this case, but that would happen later, if Darby was formally charged.

      He hoped to hell that didn’t happen.

      He gave the uniformed officer a nod as he strode by, heading over to the detective who stood looking impatient on the edge of the driveway. She wore a heavy navy parka and a gray woolen hat. The snow made a crunching sound beneath his boots as he walked. It was way colder than he was used to since moving to DC.

      He paused and eyed the driveway. “Did you document all the tracks in and out of the scene?”

      The detective paused. “By the time I arrived, a lot of the scene had been trampled by first responders. After that I didn’t think it was necessary.”

      Eban raised his brow in question. Someone’s life had been taken and Darby’s liberty was at risk, but the police department hadn’t pulled out all the stops?

      “It might be appropriate to document all the impressions. Can you get the details of everyone who attended the scene earlier and what they wore on their feet?”

      Tracks were everywhere, but there couldn’t be that many people and the fire department wore regulation footwear.

      The detective’s exhale formed an impatient cloud. “You think it’s necessary?”

      This was a murder scene.

      “I do.” Every single piece of forensic evidence might be critical in helping Darby, but he didn’t tell Torgerson that.

      “It’ll take time,” she said reluctantly. “I’ll call in the request.”

      She was an attractive woman although her features were set into stern lines that told him exactly what she thought of him poking his nose into her case. She believed they had their culprit locked up and didn’t need to exhaustively gather every piece of physical evidence.

      Eban didn’t tell her he was here to prove her wrong.

      This investigation would be a massive drain on police resources, but that wasn’t a reason to cut corners. Labs could not examine every piece of evidence from every single crime scene but at least if the information was collected properly then it could be revisited in the future.

      He waited while she called the evidence team and asked them to come back out. Yellow crime scene tape was strung along the road around the property. The house was set back twenty yards off the main road. No neighbors visible from the front, but he’d spotted a driveway to the south and saw smoke rising, presumably from a chimney, above the trees to the north.

      The main structure was an ugly-looking affair with sagging steps adding to the general air of neglect. A large toolshed and carport garage sat off to the right of the house and, through the lean-to, Eban spotted about a half-acre of land that had been cleared.

      “Did anyone walk the perimeter of the property looking for other footprints?”

      The detective’s expression turned pissed and without a word she stomped back to the patrol officer who sat behind the wheel of his car and ducked down to the window, presumably to ask the same question.

      She should know this. She should know every detail of this investigation but instead she’d been at the department, attempting to “crack” the only suspect they had.

      The patrol officer climbed out of his vehicle. He was easily six-foot-seven, and when he placed his hat on his head, he looked like a giant. He nodded to Eban before trudging off into the woods.

      “Anything else before we proceed, SSA Winters?” The detective’s tone was waspish.

      “No, ma’am.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but he stepped around her and headed toward the front steps, being sure to avoid treading in any footprints or tire impressions on the frozen ground.

      The great thing about being a negotiator was knowing exactly what to say to get the reaction he wanted. Usually, he was hoping to diffuse a situation. Today, he was intentionally ruffling the feathers of this female detective. It wasn’t exactly fair, but these were not ordinary circumstances. Darby O’Roarke was not an ordinary woman. She was not the usual suspect.

      To say she’d suffered was an understatement, but it was more than that. She was good. Good down to her bones, and he’d stake his life on her innocence. If she’d killed this guy, she’d had a valid reason, but Eban hoped he could prove someone else had done it.

      And neither he, nor his boss, wanted anyone else to know that was the true reason he was here, since both their careers were at stake.
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      Detective Torgerson preceded Eban up onto the porch which creaked with each step. At the top, they both pulled paper booties over their footwear. Inside, a box of protective gloves sat on a chair beside a coat rack. She offered him the box, and he took a couple.

      “Have the crime scene techs already finished processing the scene?” he asked, snapping the latex into place.

      Detective Torgerson massaged her fingers as if to get the blood flowing again before pulling on the thin barrier. “Fingerprint guy was here and dusted. The bedding was taken for DNA analysis as soon as the body was transported.”

      He wanted someone in here with a bottle of Luminol looking for signs that someone had cleaned up body fluids or moved the body. Maybe the detective was planning to come back later when it was dark to carry out that test.

      “Suspect says she woke up on the couch.”

      Eban clamped down on his resentment at the term. He looked at the rumpled blanket piled on one end of the worn leather couch and pushed aside the competing sense of relief that raced through him.

      Darby had slept on the couch.

      He wasn’t allowed to be jealous. He’d made his choice and had to live with it. More importantly, he needed to concentrate on the situation at hand. Even so, something inside him eased.

      A man’s coat was thrown over one chair arm.

      “Did you go through that jacket?”

      The detective frowned. “Now you mention it, I don’t think so.”

      “Shall we?”

      She gave an annoyed shrug.

      “Any drug use known for the victim?”

      Torgerson’s expression shut down. “No record of anything.”

      He tilted his head and mirrored. “No record?”

      “A lot of people use drugs and we never know it.”

      It sounded like she’d heard something to suggest the victim did do some sort of drugs but didn’t want to tell him. Why? Because it might give the defense something to work with. What else wasn’t she telling him?

      He carefully lifted the man’s coat and patted down the pockets before looking inside and then easing his hand in. A tissue and a huge bunch of keys. Eban pulled them out and placed them in an evidence bag that Torgerson grabbed from beside the latex gloves. Next pocket had some coins which he also removed. Inside the chest pocket Eban found a wallet and opened it up to get his first look at the young man who’d died. Round-faced. Dark, messy hair. He looked like an ordinary guy, maybe a bit of a nerd. Not unexpected considering he was undertaking his doctorate at one of the premier institutes of its kind.

      Did his research threaten any corporate or government interests? Could this be some sort of elaborate scheme to shut down whatever Martin Carstairs was working on?

      That was it for the jacket. Nothing too revealing. Eban didn’t know what he was expecting.

      “You recovered his cell phone?” he asked.

      “Plugged in next to the bed.” Torgerson took the evidence bag and placed it on the table by the door.

      Hmm. Carstairs had been charging his cell phone? That didn’t sound like someone out of control on drink, drugs, or passion. “Do you need assistance with analysis of the cell’s contents? I can have it sent to the FBI’s National Laboratory.”

      “We have a guy who is pretty good here.”

      “Pretty good?” he queried.

      The people at the FBI were the best of the best and they still weren’t as good as Haley Cramer’s business partner, Alex Parker. But it was probably unwise to involve him due to the potential conflict of interest issues. Eban poking around was one thing. He was planning to make sure as much evidence as possible was collected and analyzed because he believed it would clear Darby’s name. Haley, on the other hand, would burn everything down to the ground to get her friend released.

      Eban would rather Darby be thoroughly exonerated so she could live the life she wanted rather than one of notoriety.

      He eyed the lone bottle of whisky on the table. Darby wasn’t much of a drinker beyond the occasional beer. “No drinking glasses?”

      “In the washed dishes on the drainer.” The detective looked irritated as if he was wasting her time. Maybe he was. “I questioned the suspect about the whisky, but she refused to say anything.”

      Refused to say, or didn’t know? Eban walked into the kitchen to hide his anger. The detective hadn’t respected Darby’s request to hold off questioning until her lawyer arrived. He put himself in Torgerson’s position and he understood, but this time he was looking at events from the defense’s point of view, and it didn’t look pretty.

      A precarious stack of crockery perched on the draining board, including two glass tumblers. He glanced out of the window and saw a truck he knew belonged to Darby alongside a beater that presumably belonged to the victim. He walked back to the living room and scanned the room, not sure what he was hoping to find. He wished he’d had the opportunity to ask Darby to talk him through everything that had happened last night when she’d called him that morning. He’d known the best thing she could do was call the cops ASAP while he got his ass to Fairbanks. Right now, it left him blindly guessing what might have taken place.

      Collect the evidence. Process the evidence. Put it together later.

      He eyed the whisky bottle again. Dark smudges suggested the fingerprint guy had lifted some latent prints.

      “I’d like the contents of that bottle examined for any traces of drugs.” Eban looked at the shelf of liquor sitting on a sideboard. “Actually, I’d like all the bottles sampled.”

      Torgerson’s brows winged up. “What are you looking for?”

      Eban remained silent. Bottomline was, he didn’t know exactly what he was looking for except some proof Darby wasn’t the only person who’d been here last night.

      Torgerson blew out a large breath before stepping forward to bag the whisky. Her hair fell across her eyes, and she impatiently hooked it behind her ear, out of the way. “Our department has a limited budget so it might appear that we were sloppy not doing all the tests you’re demanding, but that was because our main suspect literally called us and has no alibi and claims not to remember what happened. It’s basically an open and shut case.”

      It was anything but.

      Eban wasn’t feeling particularly charitable. “The fact that she called you guys works in her favor.”

      Torgerson stared at him. “She was seen leaving a party with the guy last night so it isn’t as if she wouldn’t have been our first point of call this morning.”

      “Assuming anyone reported him missing for a few days.”

      The detective looked unimpressed with his argument, but he was right and she knew it.

      “If your department can’t afford to test all the contents of the bottles then send them to the FBI labs for processing. Either Quantico or Anchorage. The Bureau is happy to provide the service. Where was Martin Carstairs’s body found?”

      Torgerson pressed her lips together, clearly suppressing what she really wanted to say. Eban followed her up the stairs.

      He noticed the spare bedroom off to the left, crammed with a twin bed and two desks with PCs and gaming chairs. Black smudges stained the door handle and light switch.

      Torgerson ignored that room and entered a good-sized bedroom with a stripped bed sitting in the heart of the space.

      Eban noted a closet full of men’s clothes. Messy stacks of sweaters and t-shirts hanging haphazardly off coat hangers. No evidence of any women’s clothes.

      “No girlfriend or significant other?”

      Torgerson shook her head impatiently. She wasn’t volunteering much information. Should he be worried or was she simply wanting to keep all the glory of solving the case for herself? He needed to get her talking.

      “How could he afford this place?” Last Eban had heard—from Darby—grad students didn’t earn that much.

      “He shares with another grad student, Gregory Kwan, who recently traveled north to the Arctic Circle to examine the thickness of the ice sheets. He won’t be back for several weeks.”

      “When did the roommate leave?”

      Torgerson eyed him. “A week ago. It wasn’t him.”

      So, Martin didn’t live alone, but he’d been living alone at the time of his death. The situation reminded Eban of his own arrangements with one of his colleagues and best friends. They both traveled so much for work they rarely crossed paths. Now Max had a serious girlfriend, Eban figured he’d see even less of the guy.

      He walked across the hall to another bedroom. The bed was made, room tidy. Clothes neatly hung in the closet. It didn’t look like anything had been disturbed.

      “Why would the suspect,” he forced himself to use that word, “sleep on the couch when there are two spare beds?”

      “She said she slept on the couch. Doesn’t mean that actually happened.”

      Except Eban knew Darby. If that’s what she said, that’s what she did.

      He went back into Martin Carstairs’s bedroom. “Do you have photos of the body in place?”

      Torgerson reminded him of a recalcitrant teen as she impatiently flipped open the photos on her cell and handed it to him. Without asking permission, he forwarded all the relevant images to his own cell. He handed the phone back to the detective. “Thanks.”

      She looked pissed though she held her silence. He scrolled through the images. Found a photograph of the victim taken from above. Naked with a large hunting knife embedded in his chest. Not a lot of blood, suggesting the guy had died instantly. He’d have to ask the ME about that.

      “It takes a lot of force to inflict a wound that deep. You think Darby O’Roarke is strong enough to do that?”

      Torgerson shrugged to cover her obvious uncertainty. “People are capable of incredible feats of strength under extreme circumstances.”

      Eban knew Darby was capable of incredible feats, but those circumstances wouldn’t include cold-blooded murder. “Were there any
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