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By Karen Rose


Don’t Tell
Have You Seen Her?
I’m Watching You
Nothing to Fear
You Can’t Hide
Count to Ten
Die For Me
Scream For Me
Kill For Me
I Can See You
Silent Scream
You Belong to Me
No One Left to Tell
Did You Miss Me?
Watch Your Back


Novellas available in ebook only
Broken Silence
Dirty Secrets




From Sunday Times bestseller Karen Rose comes an intense, pulse-pounding novella, available for the first time in digital format.


Secrets
For months Emma Townsend has avoided her old house, haunted by its memories of her dead husband. Finding the courage to sort through their possessions, she’s astonished to find an old love letter from friend Chris Walker, and determines to make amends for the past.


That we all must
Chris, now a college professor, is trying to deal with the tragic death of a graduate student. Seeing Emma again brings back a flood of memories, re-kindling a long-lost passion. But with police investigating the student’s death, Chris cannot act on his desires.


Fear
But is it too late? Because now someone’s watching Emma and Chris. Someone who’s nursing revenge. And they are about to be plunged into a nightmare where no one can be trusted and every dirty little secret is sealed with a kiss.


Dirty Secrets previously appeared in the anthology Hot Pursuit




To my own dear guy-friend from high school who had the courage to write me a love letter I never saw. I hope your life has been as wonderful as mine.


To my husband, Martin, whom I might never have met had I read that high school love letter all those years ago. Looking back, I’d change nothing. You are my everything.




Prologue


St. Petersburg, Florida, Friday, February 19, 1 A.M.


He stood in the darkness, waiting. Nauseous. Trembling, for God’s sake.


It had been far, far worse than he’d ever imagined. But then, he never imagined he’d ever take another man’s life in cold blood. Never imagined he’d sit there and watch as another man gasped and clawed and begged for mercy.


But he had.


He had.


He lifted his head when he heard the crunch of gravel . . . coming closer, louder. A shadow appeared beneath the trees where he waited. Large, looming. Menacing by the light of day. But by night. He fought the shudder and squared his shoulders for what needed to be done. Andrews was coming.


‘Is it done?’ Andrews asked.


As if he’d dare show his face were it not. He nodded once. ‘It’s done.’


‘You’re sure he’s dead?’


‘I checked his pulse,’ he returned bitterly. ‘He’s dead.’


‘And it looked like an accident?’


He swallowed hard, remembering how the young man had gasped and clawed, his face going a bluish purple before the gurgling finally stopped. ‘Yeah. I made it look like he’d accidentally ingested one of the chemicals he’d been researching. It was the middle of the night and he was drinking coffee in the lab. They’ll find the chemical in his coffee cup. They’ll rule it accidental contamination. No one will suspect.’


‘Excellent. And the book?’


He reached in his briefcase and pulled out a hardbound notebook encased in a plastic ziplock bag. ‘This is what he was working on. Leave it in the bag unless you’re wearing gloves.’


Andrews’s eyes narrowed doubtfully and a spurt of fury bubbled up to mix with his nausea. He shoved the book into Andrews’s meaty hands. ‘Take it, dammit,’ he snarled. ‘This is what you damn well wanted.’ This is what I killed for. Another wave of nausea rolled and he swallowed it back.


‘You replaced it with another book?’


‘I did.’ He was still huffing, his heart still racing. ‘No one will suspect.’


Andrews slipped the book into his own briefcase. ‘Until someone else gets too close.’


His throat closed at the unspoken command. ‘No. No way in hell will I do this again. No.’


Andrews just smiled, his teeth flashing white in the darkness. ‘Of course you will. I’d only borrowed you before. I own you now.’




Chapter One


St. Petersburg, Florida, Friday, February 19, 7:45 A.M.


In numb silence Christopher Walker watched the police photographer flashing pictures of Darrell Roberts’s body sprawled on the pristine white tile of the research lab. Darrell’s face was bloated, discolored. His open eyes unseeing. His mouth twisted and open as if his last moments had been a struggle for breath.


Christopher knew he’d never get the sight out of his mind.


‘This can’t be happening,’ he murmured, wishing it was a dream. That he could wake up and find it never happened. That Darrell Roberts was still alive and healthy.


But it was no dream. Darrell was dead.


He felt a hand on his arm and turned to find the University police officer who’d been the first to respond to his frantic call for help. ‘Professor, there’s a detective from St. Pete PD here to talk to you.’


Christopher’s eyes flicked to the detective who was giving him a measuring stare, then back at the University cop. But he could still feel the detective watching him. It made him feel uneasy, his shoulders tight, constricted, and he frowned at the University cop, confused. ‘I thought you guys had jurisdiction here.’


The University cop traded a guarded glance with the St. Pete detective. ‘We contract St. Pete PD to investigate all unexplained deaths related to campus activity, Professor. We’re a small force with limited experience in such things.’ He lifted a brow and a shoulder. ‘Lawsuits.’


Christopher stared down at Darrell’s body. Lawsuits. His student, his friend was dead and the University was worrying about lawsuits. He gritted his teeth and met the detective’s steady gaze. The man was in his forties, his dark hair graying at the temples. He wore a jacket and tightly knotted tie. His eyes were narrowed and piercing. Suspicious. Christopher fought the urge to wipe his sweaty palms on his slacks. Ridiculous. I haven’t done anything. He’s trying to unnerve me.


‘I’m Detective Harris,’ the man said, and firmly guided Christopher through the door of the lab into the adjoining lounge. ‘Sit down, Professor.’


Christopher sat, his eyes drawn to the lab door. To Darrell. Lying dead on the floor. His skin cold. His limbs stiff. Someone had propped the door open with a stack of textbooks and Christopher could hear the conversation inside the other room. Someone was asking if the photographer was finished and could they take him now.


Take him. To the morgue. They’d zip his body in a bag and take him to the morgue. Because he was dead. Darrell was dead.


‘I have to call his mother,’ Christopher murmured. How could he tell Darrell’s mother? That her son was never coming home, that he’d died so unnecessarily. He couldn’t even imagine her pain, couldn’t imagine how he’d feel if someone told him his own precious child, his Megan was never coming home again. He started to stand up and the detective pushed him back down.


‘Professor, I know this is a bad time, but I need to ask you some questions.’


‘Right.’ He turned from the door, giving the detective his full attention. ‘I’m sorry. I’m having trouble connecting my thoughts.’


‘That’s normal. Can you tell me about the victim?’


Victim. Christopher’s stomach did a nasty roll and he swallowed hard. ‘His name is . . . was Darrell Roberts. He’s a grad student in my department.’ Was. Damn it all.


‘You’re a chemistry professor?’


‘Yes. Darrell was about six months from earning his doctorate.’


‘Who found him?’


Christopher swallowed again, the image of Darrell’s face filling his mind. ‘I did.’


Harris pulled a little notebook from his pocket. ‘What time was that?’


‘A little before seven. The card reader could give you the exact time.’


Harris looked up sharply. ‘The card reader?’


Christopher touched the photo ID hanging around his neck. ‘Nobody gets in or out of the lab without one of these. It’s a restricted area.’


‘Why?’


‘We’re doing federally funded research and many of our chemicals are toxic.’


‘Like cyanide?’


Christopher flinched. He’d smelled the telltale odor of bitter almonds when he’d bent over Darrell’s body. ‘Yes. We have cyanide here. I smelled it, Detective. I told the officers and the medical examiners as soon as they arrived on the scene so they could protect themselves. Even small exposures to cyanide can be harmful.’


‘And we appreciate the heads-up, Professor Walker,’ Harris said mildly. ‘Was Darrell normally alone in the lab in the middle of the night?’


‘No. I like my grad students to work in pairs if they’re going to be here after hours. Tanya Meyer was supposed to be here with him last night. I called her after I called 911. She told me she was feeling sick last night and Darrell sent her home. She said she left at nine. He was very alive then.’


Harris noted Tanya’s name. ‘Okay. Did Darrell seem depressed recently?’


Christopher’s brain suddenly woke up. He lurched to his feet, furious. ‘Whoa. Wait just a minute here. This was an accident. A horrible accident. Darrell wouldn’t commit suicide, Detective. I’ve known this boy since he was eighteen years old. He would never commit suicide.’


Harris nodded. ‘I’m sure you’re right, but I get paid to ask the questions, Professor. So Darrell didn’t seem depressed?’


‘No. He was a little tired maybe. He’s been working hard on our project and working part-time waiting tables. He had other classes, too. I know he’s pulled a few all-nighters recently, but that’s pretty par for the course. It’s a university. That’s what students do.’ Chris could hear the desperation in his own voice and forced himself to calm down. To sit down. ‘He was getting married this June. He was . . . happy.’ He whispered the last word, his throat suddenly thick.


‘I’ll need the name of his fiancée.’


‘Laurie Gaynor. You’ll find her at Edgewater Elementary School. She’s an education major doing her student teaching. She’s going to be . . . devastated.’


The detective’s voice softened a little bit. ‘So you were close to Darrell?’


Fatigue hit Christopher like a brick and he slumped in the chair. ‘I’ve known him for seven years, ever since he was a freshman. His dad died when he was a sophomore. I’ve been . . . kind of a substitute. Combination big brother, uncle. Mentor. There is no way Darrell Roberts would take his own life. His mom and his younger brothers depended on him.’ Chris thought of the poverty in which Darrell’s family lived, wondered what the Roberts family would do now. ‘He kept his little brothers in school, out of drugs. As soon as he finished his degree he planned to buy them a house in a nice neighborhood, with good schools.’


‘So what do you think happened, Professor?’ Harris asked, gently now.


Christopher closed his eyes. ‘There’s a coffee cup on the counter next to where I found him. We have a strict rule—no food or drinks in the lab. The risk of accidental ingestion is just too high. I don’t even allow water bottles. Darrell knew this and I’ve never known him to disobey the rule. But he must have been tired. Got a cup of coffee to keep himself awake. Dammit.’ Anger surged, both for the loss and for its needlessness. ‘He knew better,’ he whispered harshly, and fought back the tears that stung his eyes.


‘You smelled the cyanide. Why didn’t Darrell?’


Christopher shrugged. ‘Not everyone can smell it. About a tenth of the population can’t. It’s genetic, like being able to curl your tongue. Darrell was one of those people.’


‘One last question, Professor. What are you working on in there?’


Behind him Christopher heard the squeaking of wheels. They were pushing the gurney into the lab. They’d zip Darrell into a body bag and take him away. Bracing himself, he kept his eyes on Harris’s face, away from the door. ‘We’re working with the USDA on improved methods for soil testing.’


Harris frowned. ‘Soil testing?’


‘For contaminants. Dioxins.’ Christopher rubbed his forehead. ‘Cyanides, too.’


‘So Darrell would have been handling the cyanide as part of his work?’


‘Yeah. There’s a bottle of potassium cyanide next to his cup. He was making controls, samples with known contamination levels to use for testing.’


‘Do you have any records of his work, Professor? Anything that I can use in my report to support this being an accident?’


‘Each grad student keeps a notebook. I’ll get Darrell’s for you.’ Wearily he rose, just as the gurney came rolling out of the lab, the body bag strapped down. And dammit, he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Couldn’t stop the tears that slid down his face.


‘Professor?’ Harris gently prodded. ‘The book?’


Christopher jerked his eyes away. ‘I’ll get it for you.’ He made himself walk into the lab, past the now empty tile. He glanced at Darrell’s notebook, open on the table, the familiar handwriting like a knife in his heart. Dammit, why weren’t you more careful?


‘Chris? Chris, what’s going on here? Chris!’


‘You can’t come in here, sir. This is a crime scene. Sir.’


Christopher looked up to find Jerry Grayson struggling with the University cop. Jerry was a physics professor and his closest friend. They’d been undergraduates together, fellow geeks who’d just loved academia too much to leave, so they’d come here to teach. Jerry had been with him through most of the critical times in his life, high and low. Best man at his wedding, godfather to his daughter. Jerry had been Christopher’s main support during his divorce. And now this. Now this.


‘Chris?’ Jerry’s pale face made his beard seem blacker. ‘I saw the ambulance out front. They were putting a body bag in it. I thought . . .’ He swallowed hard, struggling for control. His voice cracked. ‘I thought it was you, that something had happened to you. What happened?’


Christopher picked up Darrell’s notebook, conscious of Detective Harris watching them both. Not really caring anymore. ‘Darrell’s dead,’ he said dully.


‘Chris.’ Jerry had stopped struggling and the cop loosened his hold. ‘God, I’m sorry. How did it happen? What can I do?’


Christopher met Jerry’s eyes, saw his friend’s unswerving support. ‘I have to tell his mother.’


‘I’ll go with you.’


‘Thanks.’


Cincinnati, Ohio, Friday, February 19, 10:06 P.M.


Emma Townsend stood on the airport escalator, her palm vibrating as she gripped the heavy black rubber handrail. After a week of lecturing and a six-hour flight from Seattle she should be asleep on her feet, but the throbbing in her head and the dread clawing at her stomach assured her that she was very much awake indeed.


There were about ten million places on earth that she’d rather be at this moment, but here she was in the Cincinnati airport, steadily rising toward the arrival area where loved ones waited. A sea of faces anxiously peered over the railing from the balcony above, some waving, nearly all smiling. And as if magnetized, her eyes were drawn to the place where Will had always waited with a beaming smile of welcome and a single red rose. A middle-aged man stood in Will’s place, holding a bouquet of pink carnations. Waving at someone else. A shard of pain pierced her chest.


This is why I hate this airport, she thought. This is why I’ve avoided coming back for so long. It hurt too much. Resolutely she averted her eyes and concentrated on keeping her footing at the end of the escalator, on looking for the driver that should be holding a sign bearing her name. She spotted the black-clad woman quickly, her sign neatly lettered. DR. EMMA TOWNSEND.


That would be me, Emma thought and approached the driver with what she hoped was a friendly smile. It wasn’t the driver’s fault that there were ten million places on the planet she’d rather be. ‘I’m Dr. Townsend,’ she said and shook the driver’s hand. ‘I’ll have to get my luggage from the baggage claim, then I’ll be ready to go.’


The woman gave a brisk nod. ‘I’m Linda Raines. I was hired by your assistant to drive you to Lexington tonight. Did you have a good flight from Seattle?’


Emma nodded even though the flight had been truly horrendous. Bumpy and nauseating. She tried to tell herself it was the turbulent flight that had caused the butterflies in her stomach, but deep down she knew better. It was the prospect of facing this airport, this city, and everything it represented. She’d be gone soon enough though. She was just passing through Cincinnati on her way to Lexington where she’d spend the next week lecturing to auditoriums packed with strangers. She’d planned to fly into Lexington, but Kate had called with a last-minute itinerary change. Emma’s flight into Lexington had been cancelled. The only other flight was into Cincinnati.


Kate booked all of Emma’s lectures and travel, managed the details of Emma’s personal and private business. But Kate was far more than an assistant. She was Emma’s best friend. She’d been Will’s friend as well. Kate knew exactly what flying into this airport would mean for Emma and had apologized profusely, but there had been no way around it. Emma had a book signing in Lexington at two tomorrow afternoon. She had to make it in from the West Coast tonight or she’d miss her commitment.


Raines cleared her throat. ‘We should be in Lexington by twelve thirty or so if we don’t have to wait too long for your luggage. Point out your bags when they come ’round and I’ll get them to the limo.’


Emma stood far enough back from the luggage carousel to be able to see her large suitcase that held two weeks’ worth of suits while standing apart from the throng of people. She’d gotten quite good at that, standing apart from a crowd even as she stood among them. Someone cleared her throat behind Emma and she turned to find a shy-looking woman in her midsixties standing behind her with red cheeks and a book in her hand. A familiar face stared up from the book’s back jacket cover, Emma’s own. She forced a smile and the woman smiled back.


‘Dr. Townsend, I’m sorry to bother you,’ the woman said softly, her voice barely audible over the roar of ten luggage carousels and the conversations of fifty times that many people. ‘I just wanted you to know how much I enjoyed your book. I brought it with me to read on the plane.’ She faltered, dropping her eyes. ‘Your book has helped me a great deal. I lost my son recently and, well . . .’ The woman let the thought trail with a self-conscious grimace. ‘I suppose you hear this all the time.’


Emma did, in every city she toured, every standing-room-only hall in which she’d lectured over the past year. Bite-Sized had struck an instant chord with the public, hitting and staying on the bestseller lists for more than six weeks. Bite-Sized discussed the ways to cut grief and loss into manageable pieces, suggested practical ways to get through each day after the loss of someone dear. The book was the product of eight years of conducting therapy groups for the bereaved. It had been Emma’s life’s work.


Now . . . it was her life.


‘You’re not alone,’ Emma said quietly. ‘Have you found a support group?’


The woman bobbed her head. ‘Yes, yes, I have. And it does help. My son . . . he was all I had left.’ She swallowed hard and Emma found herself doing the same. Found herself watching from the corner of her eye the middle-aged man with the pink carnations who’d been standing in Will’s place. Now he stood next to the luggage carousel with his arm around the shoulders of a plump middle-aged woman who held the pink carnations carelessly in one hand. They were talking animatedly with big smiles and an occasional hug. The pressure in Emma’s chest increased and she dragged her eyes back to the woman holding the book.


The woman hesitated, then blurted, ‘I read you lost your husband recently. I’m so sorry.’


Emma’s smile was now brittle, her heart thundering. It wasn’t recently. It had been a year. A year without him. A year alone. It was not the first time a reader had expressed condolences, but to hear it here . . . The air suddenly seemed thick, impossible to breathe. I need to get out of here. She wanted to bolt, to run far away from this damn airport and all the memories it dredged up. She wanted to tell the woman with the book to mind her own damn business. Instead, she drew a quiet breath and made herself say, ‘Thank you.’


‘At least you know how to get through the pain.’


You’d think so, Emma thought. ‘Yes,’ she lied. She’d gotten good at that over the last year, too. Lying, not getting through the pain.


The woman hesitated again, then held her book out. ‘Would you mind signing it?’


At least this was something concrete she could do, Emma thought, reaching for a pen. ‘Not at all. What’s your name, ma’am?’


‘Alice.’


‘To Alice,’ Emma said aloud while writing. ‘Bite off what you can chew, one day at a time.’ The hypocrisy of the message had ceased to sting after several hundred signings. Now it just left a dull ache in the pit of her stomach. She signed her name and handed the book back to Alice. ‘Take care and stick with the support group. They’ll help you get through. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I just flew in from Seattle and I’m very tired. And I think I see my luggage coming round the bend there.’


Alice hugged her book to her chest and gave a little wave. ‘Thank you.’


Emma was relieved to find that her luggage truly was coming round the bend. She snagged the large bag from the conveyor and jumped when it was taken from her hand.


Linda Raines. Her driver. Emma had nearly forgotten about her.


‘I’ll take that, Dr. Townsend. Follow me. The limo’s waiting outside.’


Emma followed and was ushered into the backseat of a black limo with tinted glass. She could vaguely see that another woman sat in the front passenger seat, her profile hidden by the neat black cap she wore. ‘My partner,’ Linda explained. ‘At night we don’t drive alone. She’s been driving all day, so she’s probably asleep.’


Emma slid onto the spacious seat with a sigh. ‘I’m sure I will be, too, as soon as we start rolling.’ She had her eyes closed before Linda shut the door and barely felt the trunk slam as her bag was stowed. Then they were off. Away from the dreaded airport, away from the city where she and Will had lived for the entire twelve years of their marriage. Away from the home they’d built together, laughed in, loved in together. The home in which she hadn’t set foot in nearly six months.


She always had a good reason to bypass Cincinnati. A last-minute lecture, a meeting with fellow psychologists in whatever city she was in, a meeting with her publisher in New York. She flew through JFK often enough that she’d finally leased a small furnished apartment in New York, just to have a place to stay, to store her suits. It was there she went whenever she hadn’t been able to make weekend plans. It was there Kate forwarded her mail, sometimes bringing it in person so they could visit. Go shopping. Walk the streets of Manhattan. It was there Emma hid.


You should go home, said the nagging voice inside her head. I will when I have a schedule break. But she knew she was booked all the way through June. So I’ll go home in July. I’ll call Kate tomorrow and ask her to set it up. Tonight, I’m going to Lexington where I’ll sign books and lecture until next week when I go to Baton Rouge. Then St. Louis, then Houston. And so on.


She opened her eyes, looked at the highway signs stretched across the interstate. Then sat up straight as the limo passed the Lexington exit, going north instead. Her heart started pumping hard. They were headed away from Lexington. The wrong way. I never checked Raines’s ID, she thought. I should have checked her ID.


She tapped on the glass separating the front and back seats. ‘Excuse me,’ she said loudly. ‘You missed the exit. Hello.’ She tapped the glass again. ‘You missed the Lexington exit.’


Linda Raines lowered the window. ‘You’re not going to Lexington, Dr. Townsend.’


Emma’s heart stopped. She licked her lips, made herself breathe. Slipped her hand into her coat pocket and flipped open her cell phone, prepared to dial 911 by touch. ‘Then where am I going?’


Raines’s partner twisted in her seat, yanking off her hat. Emma could only blink, her heart settling back into a somewhat normal rhythm as irritation flared high. ‘Kate.’ Her assistant. Her best friend. ‘What the hell is going on? Where are we going?’


Kate’s brows lifted. ‘You’re going home, Emma. You’ve run long enough.’


‘But . . .’ Emma stuttered. ‘What about Lexington? The signings, the lectures?’


‘I rescheduled Lexington. Baton Rouge, St. Louis and Houston, too. You’re taking a break, Emma. And you’re going to deal with that house and everything in it.’




Chapter Two


St. Pete, Monday, February 22, 8:15 A.M.


Someone had set an empty chair on one end of the semicircle. Sitting on the edge of his desk, Christopher swallowed hard as he stared at the empty chair, then made himself meet the grieving eyes of his graduate students. Tanya was crying, quietly. Nate looked like he was trying hard not to. Ian just looked mad.


Christopher knew how they all felt. For three days he’d been bouncing between rage and grief. He hadn’t slept more than an hour at a time, seeing Darrell’s lifeless eyes every time he closed his own. For three days he’d been hounded by the press, begging for a comment, but even that wasn’t as bad as the reaction of his own bosses.


He’d been summoned by the University administration, for God’s sake. They’d called him into the dean’s office Friday afternoon, every face tight with concern. For themselves. ‘Don’t say anything that would make us liable,’ the University’s lawyer had warned, and it had taken every ounce of strength he possessed to keep his fury contained, to promise his ‘cooperation on the subject.’ They didn’t care that one of his students had died, only that the University wasn’t held responsible.


But his students didn’t need his rage right now. They needed him to be calm and strong so they could begin to heal and go on.


‘I don’t know how to start,’ Christopher said. This was the first time they’d all been together since Darrell’s death, three days before. ‘I still remember Darrell when he was a freshman. Seven years ago.’ One corner of his mouth lifted in a sad half smile. ‘He was this scrawny, skinny kid carrying this backpack that looked heavier than he was. He told me that his mother had worked two jobs scrubbing floors to help him buy the books in his backpack and that someday he’d pay her back.’ Christopher’s eyes stung as he remembered that first day, the fire in Darrell’s dark eyes, the boy’s determination to succeed. ‘I asked him what he wanted to do with his life.’ The memory lightened and a real smile curved his lips. ‘He said he wanted my job.’


This earned him a tremulous smile from Tanya and a sad chuckle from Nate. Ian was unmoved, still angry. ‘I watched him grow from that scrawny, skinny kid to the man you knew. I was so proud of him.’ Christopher sighed, hating what would come next. ‘But Darrell was careless Thursday night, which was so unlike him. We have to talk about this, even though I know it’ll be hard.’


‘He wasn’t bloody careless,’ Ian bit out, his brogue thickening more than usual. ‘Darrell was more careful than the lot of us put together.’


Ian and Darrell had been close friends. Accepting Darrell’s death would be hard under any circumstances, but knowing his death had been avoidable had to be particularly hard for Ian to bear. Christopher leaned forward, squeezed Ian’s arm. ‘Normally, I’d agree with you. But I saw the coffee cup with my own eyes, Ian.’


Ian jerked his arm away. ‘There has to be another explanation, that’s all.’


‘Ian.’ Nate shook his head. ‘Let it go, man.’


‘Darrell was tired, Ian,’ Tanya murmured wearily. ‘He’d been pulling all-nighters that whole week before. I guess he just needed the caffeine to stay awake.’


‘He would have drunk it in the lounge, not the fuckin’ lab.’ Ian lurched to his feet, paced to the window where he stared out at the courtyard, his arms crossed hard over his chest. He turned, his eyes flashing. ‘I will not believe he was careless.’


Christopher slowly pushed away from the edge of his desk and met Ian’s turbulent eyes with deliberate care. ‘And I will not believe Darrell Roberts took his own life,’ he said quietly. ‘I had to tell his mother he was dead, Ian.’ He swallowed hard, remembering the anguished shock in Yvonne Roberts’s eyes, the pitiful choking sound of her sobs when the awful truth sank in. He’d held her, let her cry. Cried with her. Then sat by her side as she told Darrell’s four younger brothers the devastating news. The big brother they idolized had made a mistake that cost him his life. He was never coming home. ‘It was one of the hardest things I ever had to do.’ He had Ian’s attention now. The younger man’s eyes narrowed as he listened. ‘I can’t even imagine telling his mother he did this to himself. He wouldn’t. You know he wouldn’t.’


‘That detective asked me if Darrell had been depressed.’ Tanya’s voice was rough from a weekend of tears. ‘I was so mad, I told him what he could do with his question.’


‘Pissing off the cops isn’t going to solve anything,’ Nate said rationally, if unsteadily. Nate’s calm was surprising, Christopher thought. Nate had a history of being a hothead, of leading with his gut. Darrell had always been the voice of reason among the grad students. Perhaps Nate recognized that and was trying to fill the void.


‘I wasn’t pissed off, actually.’


Everyone immediately turned to the door to Christopher’s office where Detective Harris stood, his eyes sharp and assessing. A chill crept down Christopher’s back as he met Harris’s cold gaze. ‘Detective Harris. What can we do for you?’


‘I need to talk to you.’


Christopher raised a brow. His heart was beating hard and somehow he just knew he wouldn’t like what was coming. ‘Just me, Detective, or all of us?’


Harris’s eyes fell on the empty chair. ‘All of you, I think.’ He came into Christopher’s office and perched on the corner of the desk. ‘I got some interesting information from my lab this morning,’ he said, his eyes scanning every face. ‘The ME says the concentration of cyanide in Mr. Roberts’s stomach was four times higher than the concentration of cyanide in his coffee cup. Now, I’m no chemist, but that just doesn’t seem right to me. Professor Walker, what do you think?’


Stunned, Christopher could only stare at him. ‘What?’


‘My ME tells me the numbers should have been switched. That the concentration in the cup should have been higher. That the poison in the coffee should have been diluted in his stomach.’


Nate shook his head. Hard. ‘No way. That has to be a mistake. It has to be.’


‘My ME thought so, too. So he reran the test. Twice more. Had a colleague do the same. The numbers were consistent with every test.’


Tanya was pale. ‘Your equipment . . . maybe it needs to be calibrated.’


Harris regarded her with a level stare. ‘It’s a police crime lab, Miss Meyer,’ he said dryly and Christopher got the impression that while Tanya hadn’t pissed him off before, she’d done so now. ‘Our equipment is every bit as sophisticated as yours.’


Christopher pulled the heels of his hands down his face, his stomach churning once more at what the detective had left unsaid. ‘Wait. You’re saying it wasn’t an accident? That Darrell did this to himself? That’s as impossible to believe today as it was on Friday. Darrell Roberts would never have taken his own life.’


Harris just looked at him. ‘I agree, Professor.’


For a moment, Christopher just looked back. Then cognition hit and he could feel the color draining from his face. ‘Oh, my God. You’re saying somebody else did this? That somebody murdered him? That’s . . .’ He dropped into the chair behind his desk. Searched the faces of his students. All three looked as sick as he felt.


Harris’s face didn’t change, not a muscle moved. ‘We found Darrell’s fingerprints on the cup, but no trace of his DNA on the cup.’


‘Maybe he wiped it off.’ Tanya’s whisper was thin.


Harris’s smile was sardonic. ‘There was no trace of DNA in the coffee left behind, either. We didn’t find any trace of a straw near his body, either, so don’t even try. What do you conclude from this, Professor?’


Christopher met Harris’s gaze unwaveringly. Made himself remain calm at the implied accusation. It’s a police technique, he thought. But I have nothing to hide. ‘I’d have to say the cyanide was introduced from two different sources, Detective. But while this seems to rule out accidental ingestion, it doesn’t definitively prove foul play.’
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