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      No one has ever really loved me.

      The words repeated themselves in Susanna Doyle’s mind.

      Because they were true.

      How would her life be different right now if only one person had truly cared? Maybe a parent? A sibling? A friend?

      Everything would have been different.

      She wouldn’t be here right now.

      Footsteps creaked across the floor above her, and she sat up with a start.

      He was here, she realized.

      Her heart pounded harder as she sucked in a breath.

      What would he do this time? Did she really want to know?

      She didn’t know his name. She only knew that he’d been charming at their first meeting.

      They’d agreed to have dinner at Lulu’s.

      The diner was really more of a dive, somewhere truck drivers often frequented. The food was adequate at best. The tables were greasy, the floors grimy, and instead of smelling like bacon or sizzling hamburger, the scent of BO rose to dominance.

      Susanna had taken her normal table in the corner, where she faced the door and could watch people find temporary shelter from the harsh winter weather blanketing Fairbanks, Alaska.

      The biting cold in this area made her miserable. She wanted to get out of this town—this state—and move to the Lower 48. But she couldn’t. Not without money.

      Even the money she managed to make working at the gas station was never adequate. She could barely pay her bills, nonetheless save extra money for a plane ticket. That was why she’d taken a second job. But it still didn’t present her with the opportunities she desired.

      Hopelessness had become so common that she hardly noticed. Yet it was always there, reminding her how sad her life had turned out. She’d long ago given up dreaming about a better future.

      Then he stepped inside, looking out of place in Lula’s dressed in his business casual attire.

      Bile rose in Susanna’s throat at the memory, and she jolted back to reality.

      She tugged on the handcuff that chained her to the cement wall as more footsteps sounded above her.

      He would be here soon, and she had nothing to defend herself with. The room was empty other than the dirty mattress on the floor, a threadbare blanket, and a hook anchored in the wall that her handcuff chain was attached to.

      It was cold down here. So, so cold. And dark without any windows. Only a single yellow bulb offered any illumination to the dungeon-like room.

      At least the place was clean.

      At the restaurant the night they’d met, he’d stepped inside the diner and grinned at her. Susanna’s heart had lifted for the first time in months.

      Though the meeting had been prearranged, it felt like someone had noticed her. Had seen her beyond the exhausted woman who had no reason to wake up in the morning. Who had no time or money for self-care.

      The action had surprised her so much that she’d spilled her coffee.

      He’d bought her a new cup.

      Then he’d bought her a burger and asked her questions about herself. About what she liked. About what she wanted for her future. About her family and friends.

      Dinner had gone so differently than she’d expected.

      Susanna had nearly been swept off her feet.

      Eventually, that had led her to this moment. To adding a new title to her long line of illustrious ones. Loser. Captive.

      Victim.

      The sad truth was that no one had realized she was gone.

      No one cared enough about her to be concerned.

      It was all part of being a nobody.

      It was almost worse than being hated. At least if you were hated, people knew who you were. They felt something.

      As the doorknob rattled, her throat tightened.

      He stepped inside, and Susanna drew her knees to her chest.

      The man was in his late twenties/early thirties. He’d never told her exactly how old.

      Thin with dark hair and glasses. Good-looking but not handsome in a traditional sense. His nose was a little too big and his eyes too far apart.

      He always wore sweaters and khakis. He’d said once he worked some kind of office job.

      “If it isn’t my little ray of sunshine.” He paced toward her.

      Susanna pushed a greasy strand of dirty-blonde hair behind her ear. How long had it been since she’d taken a shower? At least a week.

      If only that was her biggest worry.

      She searched his hands for any food. She was so hungry.

      But he had nothing with him. Not a sandwich or soup or even crackers.

      Her stomach grumbled in rebellion.

      “Hi.” Her voice sounded lackluster.

      He sat down in front of her on the shiny concrete floor, legs crossed and distanced just out of reach. He smiled as if this scenario were normal. As if keeping a woman chained in his basement was something everyone did.

      Then he began telling her about his day—how he ate smoked salmon for lunch. How a coworker wouldn’t stop talking in the hallway near his office and had distracted him from his job. How most of the people he worked with were idiots.

      He went to work every morning, returned home at lunch to visit her, and then came home again in the evening. The night visits were the worst. Mostly because he liked to watch her, almost as if he were looking at a ghost.

      He scooted closer. “There’s been something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

      Susanna’s heart beat harder as she anticipated what he might say.

      Maybe he’d tell her he was letting her go. Because living her old life beat the hellish existence she was experiencing right now.

      How long had it been since he’d locked her up down here?

      She thought it was eight days now. But she’d lost track of time. There were no clocks in the room. There were no windows to watch the nightfall and sunrise. Only his work schedule gave her any hint as to the time. But that was a blur also.

      “What did you want to tell me?” Her voice sounded scratchy.

      Maybe he would give her a clue about his ultimate plan.

      Would he kill her?

      She had no idea.

      Sometimes, death seemed like it would be a welcome exchange for her current existence.

      Even her prior existence.

      “I just wanted to let you know that I truly wondered if I could love you,” he murmured.

      Suddenly, Susanna’s breath caught. “What?”

      Now someone was telling her they might have loved her? And it had to be this psycho?

      “It’s a shame, really.”

      “What’s a shame?” Her voice trembled.

      “Everything.” His gaze locked on hers, something dark lingering in the depths of his eyes.

      Her instincts screamed that she needed to run.

      If only she could.

      She tugged on her chain again, though she knew it wouldn’t budge.

      “You said you truly loved me.” Her voice trembled as she repeated his words.

      “I said I truly wondered if I could love you.”

      It took her a moment to comprehend what he’d said, the nuance of his words.

      “You thought you could love me, but you don’t think so anymore?” Her voice cracked as she noticed the darkness that seemed to surround him.

      Something in his gaze shifted. Gone was its saccharine warmth. In its place was something colder than winter in Alaska. “I need to do this. For your own good.”

      “Do what?” She couldn’t breathe. Part of her didn’t want to know what he was talking about.

      “This.” Then he handed her an outfit.

      She hesitated a moment before holding it up and frowning.

      It was almost like a Halloween costume . . . of a fairy.

      “What do you want me to do with this?” she asked.

      “Put it on.”

      “Why?”

      His face reddened. “That’s not important. I just need you to listen. Do you understand?”

      One look at his flared nostrils, and Susanna nodded. “Of course.”

      Somehow, she knew things weren’t going to turn out well after this.

      She could fight him.

      But it would do no good. He was so much bigger than she was, and she’d had hardly anything to eat for days.

      Terror swept through her.

      Maybe death wasn’t what she wanted after all.

      She just needed one more chance to prove she could be someone.

      Someone lovable.

      Noticeable.

      Worthy of society.

      As she looked into his eyes, she saw something she’d never seen before.

      Familiarity.

      This wasn’t the first time he’d done something like this, she realized.

      He was going to kill her, wasn’t he?

      Why had she allowed hopelessness to lead her to the worst decision of her life?
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      Andi Slade hiked her overnight bag up higher on her shoulder as she stepped into the Grayling Lodge in Fairbanks, Alaska. The place was six hours south of the Arctic Circle by vehicle.

      Yet it might as well be a million miles.

      She couldn’t ignore the thrum of anxiety that rushed through her as she glanced around the glamorous yet rustic space. On the outside, the building didn’t look like anything special—just your run-of-the-mill two-story hotel.

      But on the inside . . .

      She hardly knew where to look first.

      Wood paneling lined the walls and ceiling. Expensive carpet with deep burgundy and rich green designs stretched across the floor. Animal heads hung on some walls, a stuffed bear rose from a corner, and a suit of armor guarded the space from across the room.

      Neon signs exclaimed “Welcome!” and “Food!” and “Alaska or Bust!”

      Then there were the gold-framed paintings that lined every other wall space in the lobby.

      Some were folksy with images of colorful villages. Others were of the beautiful Alaskan landscape.

      But the portraits caught her attention the most.

      The smiling people pictured on those canvases seemed to follow her every move with their still yet perceptive eyes.

      A shiver rushed down Andi’s spine at the thought.

      It wasn’t like this building was haunted or anything. Besides, she didn’t believe in ghosts.

      Still . . . this hotel was the perfect setting for a murder mystery weekend.

      That almost felt like her reason for being here.

      Almost.

      She’d been on edge lately—especially after someone had broken into her apartment a couple of weeks ago.

      Nothing had been taken, but a message had clearly been sent.

      She was in danger.

      Andi needed to be keenly aware of that fact while she was here.

      This hotel was where she and five others—people who, until recently, were virtual strangers—were supposed to meet for an extended crime-solving weekend.

      She still thought this venture had bad idea written all over it.

      As true crime junkies, they should all understand that this was the perfect setup for disaster.

      Yet she couldn’t walk away either. She was too intrigued. Too curious. Too hopeful that maybe she could find her footing with this group.

      She’d already lost everything—her career, her friends, her old life.

      She’d tried to convince herself that was okay. That being alone was better.

      Yet another part of her craved community. Craved having a place to belong. People to look out for her and watch her back.

      “Andi . . .”

      She turned when she heard the deep voice behind her.

      She wished her heart didn’t speed at the sight of Duke McAllister as he stood there in his jeans, flannel shirt, and heavy boots. But it did.

      Oh, did it.

      Though she hadn’t initially liked the man, Duke had quickly gained a place in her heart.

      But only as a friend.

      He was engaged, but his fiancée was missing. Celeste Dawson had been gone for two years, and Duke still held out hope she’d be found.

      Andi admired him for his steadfastness and loyalty.

      Right now, she wasn’t sure exactly how to greet him, so she settled on giving him a light but friendly hug. As his arms loosely circled her waist, Andi inhaled, and the scent of his leathery aftershave drifted toward her.

      She hadn’t even realized how familiar the scent was or how much she enjoyed it.

      Probably because she shouldn’t be enjoying it.

      Andi swallowed hard and pulled herself together. “Duke . . . it’s really good to see you.”

      He smiled down warmly at her, an entire foot taller—if not more—than her petite five foot two. “You too, Andi. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      Since they’d left the Arctic Circle after being thrown together during a murder investigation, they’d texted each other a few times. Thanks to Mariella Boucher, the whole group had stayed in touch. She’d arranged this official meeting.

      The first official meeting for the Arctic Circle Murder Club.

      They’d solved one crime together. Now Mariella hoped they could solve more.

      They’d agreed to meet in person once a month to talk about new cases, and then they would develop their podcast from there.

      The first podcast Mariella put together had garnered thousands of listens, and now fans were asking for more. She’d since developed a business plan spelling out how they could proceed. They’d be talking about that this weekend.

      “Have you checked in yet?” Duke nodded toward the front desk.

      “Not yet.” Andi glanced in that direction and saw a thirtysomething woman with long, dark hair and Inuit heritage standing behind the counter. The employee had a grin on her face and a slice of apple pie in her hand.

      She was the picture of hospitality.

      Yes, a piece of apple pie. Pie was one of the perks of staying here, apparently.

      Andi had heard amazing things about the stylishly kitschy hotel. Even though she lived in town, she’d decided to stay here overnight with the others. Besides, getting away from her place after the break-in felt like a welcome reprieve from the tension she’d been living under.

      Before Andi and Duke could start toward the front desk, commotion sounded in the hallway behind them. She turned and saw the rest of the club emerge.

      Though Andi wasn’t the type to draw attention to herself in social situations, effervescent Mariella was. The twentysomething threw her hands in the air as she squealed and ran toward them.

      “Wait . . . Andi! Duke!” Then she pulled them both into a dramatic hug. “It is so good to see you both in person. For real. I’m so excited we’re all together! This is going to be amazing.”

      Andi finished hugging her and then nodded at Matthew, Mariella’s twin brother—who seemed to be his sister’s polar opposite with his reserved demeanor and book smarts.

      Simmy—Simone—Samuels and Ranger Garrett stood behind the twins. Andi hugged them too.

      Seeing them all now, she realized she’d missed them.

      Which was weird.

      Because she didn’t really know them that well.

      She supposed tragedy had bonded them, and they’d discovered they made a good team.

      But that didn’t mean that working together in the future was a good idea.

      They were about to find out.

      Before they could talk anymore, red and blue lights flashing outside drew Andi’s attention.

      Almost as if instinct led her, she walked toward the dining area lining the back of the lobby. The floor-to-ceiling windows showed off the Chena River and the snow still blanketing the spring ground.

      “Wait . . . Andi?” Mariella called, confusion lacing her tone.

      Andi kept walking, mesmerized.

      She paused at one of the windows and watched as three police cars pulled into the parking lot and officers hurried toward the back of the hotel.

      Two men—they looked like outdoorsmen with their camo and boots—stood near a bridge close to the hotel, staring at something in the icy river.

      The rest of the group gathered around her.

      “What in the world is going on here?” Duke asked softly.

      “Something serious,” Mariella muttered.

      Andi couldn’t deny the truth in her friend’s words.

      She shoved open the doors and stepped outside, slowly gravitating toward the scene as curiosity took hold.

      The rest of the group remained on her heels.

      When they were near enough, an officer approached them, arms outstretched to keep them at bay. “I’m going to need you all to stay back.”

      “What’s going on?” Duke’s eyes narrowed with concern.

      “I’m not at liberty to give any details.” The officer, a man in his late forties with dark hair and a square face, bristled in front of them, making it clear he wouldn’t budge.

      All of a sudden, Mariella gripped Andi’s arm and gasped. “Do you see what I see?”

      Andi followed her gaze.

      Two officers used a rope to pull something from the icy river.

      A woman’s body.

      She was completely frozen, making her look like an ice-cold statue . . . a statue of a fairy.
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      As Duke watched the body being pulled from the river, he wanted nothing more than to jump into action.

      His old ways as a detective for the Army CID—Criminal Investigation Division—always beckoned to him when he came upon crime scenes. His second nature seemed to kick in, and his unquenchable thirst to help find answers bubbled to the surface like lava in a long dormant volcano.

      The rest of the group stood around him. Mariella chattered, which was normal. But Duke wasn’t listening. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from the scene unfolding in the distance.

      Mostly because after the first woman had been recovered, the police found two more.

      Duke had worked a lot of cases in his years as an investigator, but he’d never seen anything quite like this before. Three women dressed as fairies had been thrown into the river, where they’d frozen.

      “What are you thinking?” Andi shivered beside him, her breath frosting in the air. She pulled her thick blue coat closer around her neck. The jacket highlighted her eyes, making them appear even brighter than usual.

      Duke grimaced before speaking. “Just that this is horrific. Were those women dead when they were dumped into the river? Or were they still alive?”

      Andi shivered. “That would be a horrible way to die.”

      “Out here it’s so cold that if you somehow manage to break through the ice, it almost instantly seals above you, trapping you below.” He knew those facts because he’d gone through safety training before becoming a tour guide.

      He didn’t simply drive people around. He led extensive hikes through the Brooks Mountain range, float trips down the Far North rivers, and journeys to the Arctic Ocean. He’d just hired four more people to work for him.

      He used to work seven days a week. He said it was because he was getting his company off the ground. But really the busyness was to keep his thoughts occupied.

      The Arctic Circle Murder Club had given him something entirely new to think about. Still, he was uncertain how this group would work out.

      This weekend, he trusted his employees to manage his tours without him. However, he was just a phone call away if anything came up.

      “These murders couldn’t be terribly recent,” he continued. “The river’s been frozen pretty solid since November. These bodies had to have been left there before that. But considering the fact the women were found together indicates maybe they were dumped all at once. Otherwise, if there was any type of current, it would have separated them.”

      Andi shook her head with disgust. “What kind of monster would do something like this?”

      Duke had seen his fair share of monsters while in the line of duty. He’d been to crime scenes he’d never forget, no matter how hard he tried. He’d seen firsthand how cruel people could be.

      Sometimes, he wished he didn’t know.

      “You guys . . .” Mariella held up her camera phone, recording the scene as it played out. “We have to cover this.”

      “We need to give the police room to do their jobs.” Duke’s voice sounded stern and fatherly, even though he was probably only ten years older than Mariella.

      He wasn’t a big supporter of everything being caught on video and broadcast to the world.

      But he knew that fans loved these inside glimpses into true crime, and it was important to bring awareness to solving these cases. Mariella had recorded the group when they’d investigated another case, and the footage had been gold. Viewers had loved it.

      However, the Arctic Circle Murder Club hadn’t come here to investigate these women.

      They’d come here to talk about the Missing Women of Dalton Highway.

      The case was especially personal to Duke since his fiancée was one of those women who’d disappeared along the highway.

      He’d been working the case on his own for the past two years with no real leads. He didn’t have a lot of confidence that this ragtag group of armchair detectives would be able to figure out anything either.

      But he wouldn’t turn away from the opportunity to possibly gain new information.

      Because if Celeste was out there, Duke was going to find her or die trying.

      Just then, the exterior door flew open behind them, and a woman came running out.

      It was the clerk who’d been working the check-in desk. Leilani, the nametag on her shirt read.

      Tears glimmered in her eyes as her hand covered her mouth.

      She scurried off the deck and toward the river. Somehow, she managed to get around the officer who’d secured the scene. She darted forward before suddenly stopping.

      She paused beside one of the dead bodies and let out a wail, her body bending forward in grief.

      Duke’s breath caught.

      Leilani recognized one of the women, didn’t she?

      Duke and Andi exchanged a glance.

      He could feel them being pulled down another rabbit hole.
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      As Andi saw the front desk clerk standing there crying, she jumped into action.

      No one should ever have to cry alone.

      Leaving the rest of the group behind, she skirted past the police officer guarding the scene and approached the woman, lightly placing a hand on her back. “Can I do anything for you?”

      The woman wiped beneath her eyes using her sleeve. “My friend . . .”

      “This woman was your friend?” Andi’s pulse kicked up another notch.

      “She used to work here.” She sniffled. “Then in October, she just stopped showing up. I always thought something was wrong, but when I told the police, no one believed me.”

      Concern squeezed Andi’s throat. “I’m so sorry to hear that. What was her name?”

      “Beverly Eldridge.” She wiped beneath her eyes again.

      “You said you told the police when she went missing, and they didn’t believe you?” Lawyer mode kicked in, though Andi tried to keep that part of herself hidden.

      Besides, Andi wasn’t an attorney anymore. She’d been disbarred, disgraced, unfriended, and ridiculed.

      But those things wouldn’t deter her.

      The line between justice and vengeance was fine—and that was the very line she was walking.

      Leilani nodded and shuffled her feet in the crunchy snow. “No, I pretty much had to convince myself that I was reading too much into it even though I didn’t think that I was. I mean, I didn’t really know her outside the hotel. But something felt wrong. I hoped I was just being paranoid.”

      “What did the police tell you just now?” Andi stared at the officers around her, watching as the majority stood around the bodies speaking in low tones.

      “They said they would get to me in a moment.” Her eyes narrowed. “More than anything I want to tell them I told you so. Tell them this might not have happened if they’d just listened.”

      “I bet you do.” Irritation surged through Andi.

      She wished she still had her license to practice law. Not that she could do anything with it in this situation. But the title was handy to throw out when she wanted to get things done.

      That was exactly what she wanted to do right now.

      More questions danced on the tip of Andi’s tongue. But before she could ask them, one of the officers motioned to Leilani. She excused herself and paced over to talk to them.

      As she did, Andi glanced at the three bodies laid out on the shore. Blankets now covered them, but their limbs remained frozen in place, still sticking up at odd angles that made the fabric placed over them appear lumpy.

      Three lives had been taken.

      Three women had been discarded.

      In a river.

      That reality was something that Andi would have a hard time ignoring.
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        * * *

      

      Duke watched Andi as she spoke with the woman who’d been working the front counter.

      Andi had a way with people. She came across as tough, but at her core, Andi was a softy—not that she’d ever admit it.

      As Leilani went to talk to the cops, Andi meandered back toward him. She wrapped her arms over her chest to ward off the cold as she approached.

      Even though it was April, here in Fairbanks the temperature hovered at five below zero. Snow still covered everything, and winter’s icy grip remained tight on the area. In fact, forecasters were calling for more snow later today.

      “Is everything okay?” Mariella rushed, stepping closer.

      Andi paused in front of the group and frowned. “Not really. Leilani—that’s her name—says one of those women used to work here. She disappeared several months ago.”

      “That’s terrible.” Mariella’s hand pressed into her mouth.

      “It is.” Andi frowned. “But I’m not sure how much we’re going to be of use standing out here and watching. Maybe we should all check into our rooms and talk about what we came here for. We don’t have much time to work together this weekend.”

      Duke agreed with Andi’s suggestion. Besides, the last thing the police wanted was bystanders watching their every move.

      But he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t curious about what was happening outside the hotel. Part of him wanted to march over and tell investigators he was former CID. But he doubted that would do any good.

      This wasn’t his jurisdiction, and this wasn’t a military case. Besides, he was now officially a tour guide. He constantly had to remind himself of that fact.

      Instead, the group walked back inside to the front desk. More employees had emerged and were trying to calm several guests who’d witnessed the situation outside.

      Another woman now worked behind the counter—a fortysomething with a terse expression. Duke imagined she looked that way because of the situation going on outside.

      Duke and Andi checked into their rooms and got their keys—actual keys and not magnetic cards. For a moment, he felt as if he’d been swept back in time.

      The rest of the group had already checked in.

      In the craziness of everything that had happened, their complimentary piece of apple pie was forgotten—as it should be.

      Duke turned to the rest of the group. “How about if Andi and I take our luggage to our rooms, and then we’ll meet everyone in the conference room?”

      Mariella had taken it upon herself to book a space for them so they would have somewhere comfortable and private to meet. It certainly beat trying to gather in one of their hotel rooms or in an open space like the lobby.

      “I’ve already got everything set up in there.” Mariella’s eyes lit up. “So you two take a few minutes to freshen up and then meet us. Afterwards, maybe we can all go in the aromatherapy steam room.”

      “Aromatherapy steam room?” Andi squinted, almost looking intrigued.

      “I know, right? Doesn’t that sound awesome? You know I just love essential oils.” Mariella did a subdued cheerleader clap, appearing as if she was trying to contain her excitement in the midst of this tragedy. “If I was still a travel blogger, I’d totally feature this place.”

      “Is that right?” Duke raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s kitschy cool. There’s also a library, if you’re more of that type. And an old saloon. And a workout room. And this atrium where you can watch the northern lights. Plus, have you seen the photo ops around here? They’re amazing—social media gold!”

      “Interesting,” Andi murmured.

      Andi and Duke excused themselves and then walked down the hall toward their first-floor accommodations. Duke paused at his room, and Andi only took a few more steps before stopping at her door.

      They were neighbors.

      Why did that realization make Duke uncomfortable?

      Not uncomfortable in a bad way. It wasn’t that he thought Andi was creepy or something. In fact, it was just the opposite.

      Staying beside each other sounded like a bad idea, especially considering the fact he was attracted to the woman. He had no plans of acting on that attraction, but still . . . this was the first time he’d felt a rush of interest in anyone since Celeste disappeared.

      And he didn’t like it. In fact, he despised himself for the feelings.

      Duke unlocked the door and started to step into his room, pulling his black, no-nonsense suitcase behind him. Andi only had a pale blue overnight bag slung over her shoulder.

      If he had to guess, Mariella had brought at least three suitcases—all bright pink and blinged out.

      You could tell a lot about people based on how they packed and what luggage they used. Tour Guide Wisdom 101.

      Before shutting his door, Duke turned to Andi. “I’ll see you in the conference room in five?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Duke nodded, but he had a feeling, based on the group’s past track record and what had just transpired outside, that nothing this weekend would go according to plan.
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      A few minutes later, Andi headed to the conference room, which was located across from the check-in desk and close to the dining area where, according to a sign, a free breakfast buffet was offered every morning.

      She grabbed a drink on her way there. The hotel had a coffee station in the lobby, and she mixed a packet of hot chocolate with her java.

      There was a reason she had been called the convenience store barista when she was in college. She could take any ordinary cup of coffee and mix it with ordinary ingredients to make it taste delicious.

      Besides, coffee was kind of her weakness.

      Before she reached the conference room, Duke joined her.

      Good. She had something she wanted to ask him.

      They paused before going in the door.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to tell people about your connection to this case?” Andi asked quietly.

      His gaze darkened. “Positive.”

      She still didn’t understand why. Duke’s reasoning didn’t make sense to her. This case was personal to him. If the rest of the gang knew that, they’d probably be even more eager to help.

      As of right now, only Andi and Simmy knew about Celeste, and they’d both vowed to remain quiet.

      “It’s going to be awkward—” Andi started, trying to make her argument.

      “I’m positive,” Duke repeated, his voice stern.

      She gave him another questioning look, but he didn’t offer any explanations.

      However, Andi wasn’t finished yet. “What if they see your name or face while they research Celeste?”

      “It’s a long story, but I used an alias when I was interviewed. My name shouldn’t ring any bells for them. I didn’t go on camera either.”

      Strange. Andi would peg Duke as the type to do just that. To make media appearances. To set up a website. To start a major campaign.

      And why in the world would he use an alias?

      After all, he’d given up his career with the Army to become a tour guide, knowing he’d be able to travel the same road where Celeste had disappeared. He’d done so hoping to find clues—to find Celeste.

      But this wasn’t Andi’s choice—nor her business. It was Duke’s choice, and she needed to give him space to do what he felt was best.

      “Very well then.” She nodded toward the door. “Shall we?”

      He nodded. “Let’s.”

      They stepped into the conference room. Her eyes widened when she saw Mariella had already set up their murder board. The huge board—probably six by four—was on rollers and a wooden frame.

      The thing couldn’t have been easy to get here.

      Had Mariella rented a truck to transport it?

      In true Mariella fashion, the display had been blinged out with gold tinsel, stickers, and numerous papers with titles written in fancy fonts. The papers contained lists including suspects, motives, means, opportunities, clues—most of which were blank—and a map of the Dalton Highway.

      As an extra touch, Mariella had either drawn or had someone else draw caricatures of each member of the murder club. Andi’s own rendering showed her white-blonde hair, pale blue eyes, and heart-shaped face. Beneath the picture was her code name: Frostbite.

      The rest of the group had also decided to use nicknames, for various reasons.

      The caricature of Duke, aka GI Joe—Andi’s idea—displayed his dark hair, square jawline, and five o’clock shadow.

      Simmy, aka Honey, in her late thirties, had wavy ash-blonde hair that came to her shoulders. Her eyes looked kind, and somehow the drawing showed her nurturing side.

      Matthew, aka Data, wore trendy plastic glasses, and his blond hair was cut short on the sides and spiky on top. He was muscular in his own way, mostly from working out at the gym rather than real-world experience. The guy was a computer genius.

      Mariella, who’d use her real name, almost looked like a Barbie doll with her blonde hair, her love of all-things hot pink, and her dazzling smile.

      Then there was Ranger, aka Outback. Good ole Ranger with his mountain man beard and hair. He was known as a survivalist, but he also worked for the Park Service—including a stint at Gates of the Arctic, the very place where Celeste had disappeared.

      For this meeting, he’d pulled his dark, wavy locks—highlighted naturally by the sun—into a low ponytail that made him look a little less homeless. Yet, despite the brooding, unkempt look, he was clean and usually smelled soapy.

      They each brought their own strengths to the table.

      Mariella was an entertainer.

      Matthew knew the ins and outs of computers.

      Simmy’s kindness invited others to open up to her.

      Ranger had deep roots in the area and knew the state better than anyone.

      Duke was former Army CID.

      And Andi had been an attorney . . . though only Duke knew that.

      She took a seat at the round table and looked at the murder board another moment.

      Mariella stood by it, a sparkly pointer in her hands.

      Andi felt cautious about this meeting, but she’d promised everyone she’d give this podcast thing a try, so she intended on doing just that. But for personal reasons, she wanted to keep her presence here in Alaska—and her past—under wraps.

      However, the very people she wanted to conceal that information from probably already knew she was here.

      Victor Goodman, in particular. She had a feeling he was the one who’d sent someone to her apartment to snoop.

      “First of all, I want to thank you all for coming to our inaugural meeting of the Arctic Circle Murder Club.” Mariella flashed her wide, beauty queen smile. “Even though we’re not currently meeting in the Arctic Circle, I’d say that we’re close enough. Right?”

      “Kind of feels like Trooper Gibson should be here, doesn’t it?” Simmy asked with a shrug.

      State Trooper Logan Gibson had joined them—in a manner of speaking—for their last investigation. He’d been the official detective, but he hadn’t pushed them out.

      Still, the whole group was so spread out that it would be hard to get together too often.

      Plus, there was the small fact that Mariella and Matthew were originally from California. They’d decided to stay in Alaska for a while. Since both of their jobs were mobile, that seemed to be working in their favor. Still, moving from LA to Alaska had to be a culture shock to them—and not a move most people willingly made.

      “So, when we all spoke over Zoom, we agreed that our next case would be the Missing Women of Dalton Highway,” Mariella continued.

      Andi didn’t dare look at Duke, but she knew this conversation would be difficult for him. It was one of the reasons he’d agreed to participate.

      He wanted answers. He deserved answers. If there was anything Andi could do to help him find the truth, then she wanted to do just that.

      “As we all know, seven women disappeared from this highway within a five-year period,” Mariella continued. “Some were indigenous. Some were wanderers. One was a prostitute. Another a traveling nurse.”

      “Even stranger is the fact that they disappeared without a trace.” Simmy frowned as she seemed to absently twirl a lock of hair. “There have really been no clues. No indication of where they might have gone. It’s like aliens beamed these women into space and left no evidence behind. It’s unnerving, really.”

      Mariella pointed to something on the murder board. “One theory is that maybe a truck driver was involved.”

      Mariella looked back at Andi.

      Andi had a brief stint as an ice road trucker, but she’d been fired after she’d had the boss’s son arrested.

      Skeeter was now in jail awaiting trial. Part of Andi didn’t want to testify, didn’t want to bring that kind of attention to herself. But she couldn’t let the man get away with assaulting her.

      In the time since giving up her job with Windswept Transportation, Andi had gotten a new job cleaning the building where Victor Goodman’s offices were located. Rich and powerful Victor was the reason Andi had come here—she needed to prove his guilt.

      The man traveled a lot, so in the month since she’d gotten her new position, Victor hadn’t come into the office yet.

      But Andi was in this for the long game.

      She was still trying to nail down the details of her plan, but she hoped having access to his office might work to her advantage.

      She was trying desperately to find information to bring this man down.

      “I thought we could review the details of the case. Examine information about the victims, the timeline, the places.” Mariella tapped her pointer on each corresponding paper on the murder board as she spoke. “Then we can divide up the tasks to see if we can find more answers.”

      A sound behind them drew their attention.

      Andi looked back and saw Leilani standing in the doorway, glasses and a pitcher of water on a tray in her hands.

      Her eyes were glued to the murder board.

      “Are you all detectives?” She scanned each of their faces.

      “Not . . . officially.” Duke appeared to bristle as he said the words.

      “Official or unofficial, I don’t care. I need your help. I need you to figure out what happened to my friend.”
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      Andi heard the desperation in the woman’s voice, and compassion filled her.

      She glanced around the group to read their expressions.

      Before she could say anything, Simmy rushed to her feet and was at the woman’s side. She took the tray, set it on the table, and then slipped an arm around Leilani’s shoulders and murmured words of comfort.

      That was Simmy for you. Andi was so grateful for her loving spirit.

      “This woman was your friend?” Duke asked after Leilani took a moment to compose herself.

      Leilani shook her head, her eyes still red—her nose as well. “Not really my friend. More of a coworker. But I felt this connection with her. I could sense how lost she was, and I wanted to help her. I never got the chance.”

      “I’m really sorry about what’s happened, but I’m not sure what we can do to help.” Mariella shrugged almost apologetically.

      “You’re the ones who did that podcast about Craig Rogers, aren’t you?”

      Mariella perked up at the woman’s words. “Wait . . . you listened to it?”

      “It was fantastic.” Her eyes lit for just a moment. “I didn’t realize you all were staying here. You managed to find Craig’s killer. Maybe you can figure out what happened to Beverly also.”

      Andi desperately needed to put this woman’s expectations into perspective. “Unfortunately, we came here to investigate something else.”

      Leilani grabbed Andi’s hand and squeezed it. “To the rest of the world, Beverly was no one. People didn’t give her a second glance. But when I look at all of you, I can see you’re people who care. Please. I need your help.”

      Andi waited for someone else to speak.

      When they didn’t, she stepped up.

      She kept her voice gentle and made no promises. “Can you tell us anything about the woman? Where she lived. Her friends. Anything that might give us a place to start if we decide to investigate this.”

      Leilani thought for a moment before starting. “She was a housekeeper here. She was quiet and didn’t say much. No real family, not even a boyfriend. I suspect she slept in her car sometimes. Once, when I was working the night shift, I let her sleep in an empty room. She didn’t talk much about her past, but I could tell she’d had a hard life.”

      “I’m not even sure where we would start trying to find out information about her.” Mariella nibbled on her bottom lip before asking, “Did Beverly have any friends?”

      Leilani shook her head. “Not really. Please. At least see if you can find out anything else. Doesn’t everybody deserve at least that much?”

      Someone in the hallway called her, and Leilani straightened before plastering on a professional expression and excusing herself.

      As soon as she was gone, members of the group glanced at each other.

      More than anything, Andi wanted Duke to find out answers about Celeste.

      Yet she’d seen the desperation on Leilani’s face. How could they say no? Especially since they were dealing with a dead woman who no one else would probably give the time of day to?

      Andi waited to hear what Duke would say. She respected his opinion.

      And she knew about the personal stake he had in this.

      If anyone should decide how to proceed, it should be Duke.
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      Andi watched as Duke slowly nodded.

      “I feel like we should at least consider looking into these dead women. Like maybe we were put here at the right time and the right place. What do you guys think?” He glanced around the table.

      “I guess it can’t hurt to keep our eyes open,” Mariella said with a shrug.

      “I agree,” Simmy said.

      Ranger and Matthew nodded.

      Andi turned to the rest of the group. “But we came here to talk about the Missing Women of Dalton Highway. I know Beverly’s case is important to Leilani. But this other case—the one we agreed to look into—is important too.”

      Duke leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his thick hair. “Honestly, I don’t have a lot of hope we’ll discover anything new in that case. Every lead has dried up.”

      “But now we can all put our heads together.” Mariella’s voice sounded a little too perky and hopeful.

      “We haven’t even really started to dig in yet,” Andi said. “Who knows what we’ll be able to find? All we need is one new lead, and it could break this case wide open.”

      Duke’s reaction seemed so strange. He was so eager to find answers about Celeste. So why was he pushing away the opportunity now? Was it simply out of compassion for Leilani? Or was there more to this?

      “Listen.” Simmy leaned forward. “How about we do both?”

      “What do you mean?” Andi tilted her head as she waited to hear their friend’s idea.

      “I mean, how about if we split up? A few of us can look into the women found in the river today, and the other group can look into the Missing Women of Dalton Highway.”

      “I mean . . . it’s not a bad idea.” Andi shrugged. “But how are we going to figure out the ID of the women from the river?”

      “One of the other victims is named Susanna Doyle, and she worked at a gas station here in town.” Ranger’s deep voice cut through the conversation.

      They all stared at him in silence for a moment.

      “How did you find that out?” Curiosity gleamed in Duke’s gaze.

      “I went to grab a map at the desk and overheard two cops talking.” He shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal.

      Andi glanced around the table. “Are we all in agreement that this is something we can do?”

      Matthew raised a hand. “If I may . . . I propose three groups. One to look at Beverly, another at Susanna, and the third the Dalton Highway case. It’s the best use of our time. I’ll head the Dalton Highway one up.”

      Andi ran that plan through her mind. They were going to be here for four nights. That was all the time off they could each manage to take from their everyday lives.

      It would be a lot to split their focus between two cases.

      But she, like Duke, had trouble turning away from someone in need.

      Andi glanced at Duke, trying to read his expression. She couldn’t.

      “What do you say?” she finally asked.

      He offered a definitive nod. “I say, let’s do it.”

      Something about how quickly he gave in made Andi’s suspicions arise all over again.
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      After bundling up, Duke and Andi hurried toward his SUV.

      Duke, for one, was grateful for the break. They’d paired up, and somehow Andi and Duke had ended up together to investigate Susanna Doyle.

      Meanwhile, Mariella and Ranger would look into Beverly, and Simmy and Matthew would dive into the Missing Women of Dalton Highway.

      As soon as Duke and Andi were inside the vehicle and it started warming up, Andi turned to him. “What’s going on? What are you thinking right now?”

      He shrugged. He shouldn’t be surprised at Andi’s directness. She was never one to skirt around things.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      She narrowed her eyes as she studied him. “I feel like you’re giving up on our investigation into the Missing Women of Dalton Highway before it’s even started. I would think you’d want to be investigating with Matthew or Simmy. You haven’t given up, have you?”

      He remained stoic, trying to keep his expectations in check. There was nothing worse than getting your hopes up, only to have them crash. “I’m not giving up.”

      “You’re not fighting for it either. I know how important it is for you to find Celeste and the rest of the women.” Andi stared at him, her gaze intense and unblinking.

      Duke broke eye contact with her, trying to push away any gloominess he felt. “I guess the truth is that I’ve been searching for Celeste for two years. I’m not really sure how much else we’re going to be able to do. I think it’s great what Mariella is trying to do with this Arctic Circle Murder Club. People obviously love true crime, and I can see why. But that doesn’t make our group qualified to investigate.”

      Andi squeezed his arm, her touch bringing him a surprising burst of warmth. “Don’t underestimate us.”

      “I’m not. I just know how hard it’s going to be.”

      “We’re going to keep working on this. We’re going to find some answers for you.”

      Duke sent her a small smile of gratitude before putting his SUV into Reverse and heading down the road toward the gas station.

      He appreciated how much Andi believed in this. But it was better if he didn’t get his hopes up.

      He’d been disappointed too many times already.

      A few minutes later, they pulled up to the gas station.

      Maybe if they couldn’t find out any answers about the Missing Women of Dalton Highway, they could help get justice for these women who’d been pulled from the river today.
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      So they’d been found.

      I stood on the sidewalk near the commotion and sipped my coffee along with other onlookers with their morbid curiosity. Shame on them relishing in death as they did.

      Some people . . .

      I’d wondered how long it would take for the women’s bodies to emerge.

      This was earlier than I’d anticipated, however. I thought the river would need to break up more. I’d had visions of fishermen reeling in their fish, only to find out those catches were really . . . women.

      I grinned at the thought of it, even though the vision hadn’t come to fruition.

      The feeling of satisfaction was just as strong as it swelled inside me.

      Those were my trophies. My ice trophies, so to speak.

      I’d never been prouder.

      Their beauty had been captured by the brutal weather of northern Alaska.

      I’d always known the climate around here should be good for something.

      Now it was helping my art.

      I’d purposefully dumped the women. That way, I knew when they were discovered, I’d most likely be close.

      I wanted to see what everyone thought of my handiwork.

      But I wouldn’t be caught.

      I took another sip of my coffee.

      I was too careful for that.
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      The gas station smelled like a mix of Windex and vomit powder.

      This wasn’t one of those luxury gas stations where people bought lunch, some fancy coffee, and freshened up in the bathroom. Rather, this was a place people scurried in and out of as quickly as possible.

      Was this where Susanna had worked?

      Andi had looked up her photo on the drive here. The woman had dirty-blonde hair that reached her shoulders. Her cut hadn’t been especially flattering, and Andi had wondered if she’d given herself the style using a pair of dull scissors.

      Her skin looked pale, her eyebrows thick, and her gaze listless.

      Still, something about her had been pretty. In different circumstances—with some money and care—she could have even been a stunner.

      But that picture had proven that Susanna was a woman struggling to get by.

      And that made Andi even more determined to find some answers.

      They approached a man with a mullet and a walrus mustache sitting behind the checkout counter.

      Andi plastered on her best smile before starting. “Hi there. I’m Andi, and this is my friend, Duke. We’re true crime podcasters, and we’re looking into the disappearance of someone who used to work here—a woman named Susanna. I was wondering how long you’ve been employed here?”

      “Two months.” He bounced a small plastic ball from the vending machine against the plexiglass that formed a barricade around the front counter.

      The absolute apathy in his words sent a shot of irritation up Andi’s spine, but she tried not to show it.

      “Is there anyone here right now who’s been working here for a little bit longer?” Duke asked. “Six or eight months, let’s say.”

      The clerk nodded to a woman refilling the sodas in the refrigerated section. “Try Nelly. She’s been here forever. When she dies one day, she’ll probably be buried outside wearing that ugly smock.”

      Jerk . . .

      Andi thanked him and then walked toward the fortysomething woman with dark hair and a round face, who crouched to grab more Mountain Dew bottles from her cart.

      The clerk looked up as they approached, a hesitant smile pulling at her lips. “Can I help you?”

      Andi and Duke went through the same spiel they’d gone through with the guy by the cash register. Unlike the other clerk, Nelly’s eyes brightened with recognition at Susanna’s name.

      She stood and wiped some grime from her hands onto her dark-blue smock. “Yes, I know Susanna. We worked together for probably five months.”

      Good. This was a start . . .

      As a chill washed down Andi’s spine, she glanced through the glass at the front of the building.

      Why did she feel like someone was watching her?

      She’d had the feeling for a while now.

      But at the current moment, it was strong.

      She saw no one outside. Maybe she was imagining things.

      Swallowing hard, Andi turned back to the woman, determined to remain focused.

      “What can you tell us about her?” Duke’s voice sounded gently prodding.

      Andi imagined that was what he’d sounded like as an investigator. Imagined that he wasn’t initially pushy—but that he definitely could be if someone turned the tables on him.

      The man was truly fascinating.

      Nelly drew in a breath. “Not much. Susanna was relatively quiet. She didn’t make a fuss about things. Didn’t do exceptionally well or exceptionally bad at her job, I guess you could say.”

      “Did she have any friends?” Andi’s gaze flickered outside again. Still nothing. But that ominous feeling remained. “Was she dating anyone?”

      “Probably about a month before she quit—”

      “Wait . . . she quit?” Andi clarified.

      “No, I guess quitting is the wrong word. Before she stopped coming into work would be more accurate. Anyway, about a month before that she started seeing someone. She seemed to be head over heels. Always distracted as if she was thinking about him.”

      Boyfriends were always suspects, Andi mused.

      They needed to find out more about this guy.

      “Did she tell you anything about him?” Andi asked.

      Nelly shook her head. “Only that he seemed too good to be true. And you know what my mom says? Anybody who seems too good to be true usually is too good to be true.”

      Andi couldn’t deny that truth.

      “But something changed a couple of weeks before she disappeared,” Nelly continued. “I’m not sure what. She wouldn’t talk about it. But she said she may have found the solution to her money problems.”

      “No idea what that might have been?” Duke asked.

      “No idea.” Nelly shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Did you ever think about reporting Susanna as missing?” Duke asked.

      Nelly shook her head before grabbing another Mountain Dew. “I didn’t think I needed to. I just assumed she ran off with her new guy and made a better life for herself. She wasn’t a particularly happy person. It was almost like she didn’t have much to live for, you know? No real family or hobbies or anything.”

      “Did she ever tell you her boyfriend’s name?” Andi stepped closer, knowing they could wrap up this investigation rather quickly if they could identify this guy.

      Nelly squinted as she passed the soda bottle back and forth from hand to hand. “Maybe. It was something pretty common. Maybe James or John or something.”

      “Did you ever see him with her?” Andi continued, trying to get a better picture of who this guy might be.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t. She didn’t bring him in here. One time he did pick her up, but all I saw was a shadow in a car. I didn’t see his face.”

      “You remember what kind of car he drove?” Duke asked.

      She frowned and shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I think it was a sedan. Maybe black. I can’t really remember.”

      “Just one more question.” Andi shifted in front of Nelly. “Do you know where Susanna lived?”

      “At one time, she had an apartment on B Street. She was living with some girl she’d met through an online ad. She had a unique name.” Nelly’s gaze skittered back and forth with thought. “I think it was Zandia or something. That’s all I know. Sorry I can’t help you more.” Nelly shrugged apologetically before pausing. “Has an investigation into her disappearance been opened?”

      Andi and Duke exchanged a glance.

      Finally, Andi cleared her throat, hating to have to break this news. “Nelly . . . Susanna . . . her body was found today. I’m sorry, but she’s dead.”

      A gasp escaped, and she threw her hand over her mouth. “What?”

      “I’m so sorry,” Andi repeated.

      As the woman began to cry, Andi put an arm around her shoulders and attempted to comfort her.
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      As soon as Duke stepped outside from the gas station, he nearly collided with someone.

      He paused as he glanced at the man and then blurted, “Gibson?”

      The state trooper nodded, his eyes also lit with surprise. “Duke? Andi? What are you guys doing down here?”

      “We could ask the same of you.” Duke extended his arm for a handshake. “It’s good to see you, man.”

      The officer had numerous tattoos—though none were visible right now with his winter gear on. Though he was a cop, something about him hinted of a rebellious side beneath his upright uniform. Gibson seemed like the type who would have ended up on the other side of the law if he hadn’t channeled his energy into becoming a cop. He was edgy like that.

      Suddenly, realization washed over Gibson’s features. “Wait . . . you guys are looking into the murders of those women found today, aren’t you?”

      “Why would you say that?” Andi sounded as if she was trying to feel Gibson out as to whether or not they would be asked to explain their actions.

      “Just a hunch.” Gibson gave them a pointed look.

      Instead of answering, Duke asked, “I didn’t think this was your area. I thought you worked up north.”

      “I normally do, but the boss shifted me down here while a few others are on vacation. I guess I’m somewhat of a floater, but I don’t really mind it.”

      Andi stepped closer. “So, are you involved in the investigation of those women they pulled from the Chena?”

      Gibson rubbed his chin, his eyes glimmering like he was on to her. “I have a feeling I shouldn’t answer that question. But because it’s relatively obvious, I can say that most of our guys right now are working the case. It’s not every day we find three dead bodies in the river during breakup season.”

      Breakup season had such an ominous ring to it, almost sounding like the time when couples begin to split or something.

      In reality, breakup season was when frozen rivers started to melt and the ice broke up.

      Gibson pointed at the gas station. “I need to get back to work. But it’s good to see you guys.”

      “We’re staying at the Grayling for the next few days,” Andi said.

      Gibson nodded slowly as if adding one more reason to his mental list of how they could possibly get in his way. “Then I’ll probably be seeing you around.”

      Duke and Andi climbed back into his SUV and took off toward the apartment complex on B Street.

      It wasn’t likely they’d find any answers there, but at least it was a start.

      And at least this gave Duke the opportunity to use his skills again as an investigator. Because, while he enjoyed being a tour guide, that wasn’t his calling.

      But he’d continue to put everything on hold if it meant finding Celeste.
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      The apartment complex where Susanna had lived looked as if it may have been a cheap motel at one time. The building was two stories with exterior doors, rusty metal railings, and dirty beige siding.

      As Andi and Duke stepped into the office, they spotted a man sitting behind the counter. Really, he looked more like an overgrown boy with his backward baseball cap and round face.

      Based on the beeps and changing lights on the screen in front of him, the guy was playing a video game.

      He barely glanced at them as they stopped near his desk. “Can I help you?”

      “We are hoping to find somebody named Zandia.” Andi crossed her arms, already irritated with this man.

      “I’m not allowed to give away information about people who live here.” He paused his game and eyed them. “Who are you? You don’t look like cops.”

      “We’re true crime podcasters,” Andi said.

      Considering everyone’s fascination with true crime, it seemed like just the opening they needed to get people to warm up to them.

      Based on this guy’s bored expression, he still wasn’t interested.

      “So you can’t tell us anything?” Duke repeated.

      “Nope. Sorry. Can’t help you.” Then he turned back to his game, and more beeps sounded from the TV.

      Andi and Duke stepped away, knowing that door was now closed. They were two for two when it came to apathetic employees. Andi wished she was surprised, but she wasn’t.

      Apathy seemed to be the new wave.

      She wanted to change that, but the task felt impossible.

      “It’s times like this I wish I still had my badge.” Duke sighed as they paused in the entryway. “It was nice to throw it around sometimes in order to get some answers.”

      “I bet.”

      They started toward the door, and Andi hated that they’d come here for nothing—especially since their time was so valuable.

      A teen by the soda machine against the foyer wall looked up. “You guys looking for Zandia?”

      Andi paused. “That’s right. Do you know her?”

      “Yeah, I know her.” His voice sounded coolly aloof—yet somehow pointed.

      “Could you tell us how to find her?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. But information isn’t free.”

      Duke reached into his pocket and handed the guy a twenty. “Does this help?”

      The guy didn’t look impressed as he frowned and took a step back. “You do know about inflation, right, man? It’s terrible, especially around here.”

      More irritation pinched at Andi’s muscles.

      Duke rolled his eyes before handing the guy another twenty. “Better?”

      “Yeah, that works.” His eyes lit. “She’s in 140. If you get there now, you’ll probably catch her before she goes into work at the laundromat.”

      “Thanks,” Duke muttered.

      Then the two of them hurried outside to find the woman.
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      Just as Duke and Andi approached room 140, the door opened, and a twentysomething woman stepped out. She had stark black hair, extremely pale skin, and multiple piercings on her face.

      She stiffened with caution when she saw them approach.

      Duke couldn’t blame her for that.

      “Zandia?” Duke started.

      She paused, drew up her eyebrows, and popped a hip out. “Depends on who you are.”

      The woman was street smart. That was clear. The trait was probably born from years of being on her own or making bad choices, if Duke had to guess.

      “We’re true crime podcasters.” Andi used that line again as if she hoped it might work this time. “Maybe you heard our podcast on the murder of Real Crime, Real Time podcaster Craig Rogers?”

      Zandia seemed to perk at her words.

      The opening worked this time.

      “I listened to that podcast while I walked to work. It was impressive.” She crossed her arms as she glanced back and forth at them. “So why are you here?”

      She obviously hadn’t heard that those bodies had been pulled from the water. It hadn’t hit the airwaves yet. Even though Fairbanks was a small town, it wasn’t small enough that news like that had spread this quickly.

      “We’re here to ask you a few questions about your former roommate, Susanna Doyle,” Andi started.

      She paused, a new emotion passing through her gaze. “I have to be at work in ten minutes. I’ll answer what I can. But I can’t be late. Can’t lose this job.”

      “We’ll be brief then.” Duke’s voice turned crisp. “I understand Susanna has been missing for more than six months now.”

      “That’s right. I thought she ran off with Jerry.”

      “He was her boyfriend?” Andi said.

      “That’s right. He gave me the creeps.” Zandia made a face, something close to the expression a person might have after catching a whiff of rotten meat.

      Duke’s pulse quickened. “Why?”

      “It’s just a vibe I got from him. I don’t really know why. But Susanna seemed happy, so I didn’t say anything. But then she started acting weird.”

      “How so?” Duke asked.

      “I don’t know. She had seemed so happy for a while with Jerry. So I was glad for her, I guess. Otherwise, she always seemed to be so down in the dumps.” Zandia shrugged as if she hadn’t been able to figure Susanna out. “But about two weeks before she left, some of the brightness she’d started to have disappeared.”

      “Did you ever ask her about it?” Andi’s gaze latched onto Zandia’s, all her attention now on the woman.

      “I asked if they were having problems, and she brushed me off. We were roommates, but we weren’t really friends, if you know what I mean. We both just needed someone to help split the rent. In fact, Susanna had been homeless for a while. I know the gas station didn’t pay well so money was always a struggle.”

      “I can imagine.” Duke meant the words.

      Life wasn’t easy when ends didn’t meet. When he’d first joined the Army, he used to say that money didn’t make you happy, but lack of money could make you miserable.

      Those had been good life lessons to learn, however. They’d helped to build character.

      “Can you tell us anything about this Jerry guy?” Andi asked.

      Zandia let out a sigh. “He was tall and thin, with dark hair and glasses. Susanna thought he was super handsome, but I thought he was only okay. Kind of average.”

      “Do you know what he did for a living?” Andi asked.

      “I feel like it was some kind of office job.” She glanced at her watch before pulling out a compact and checking her makeup in the small mirror. “Like I said, we weren’t friends, so I didn’t ask her a lot of questions.”

      “Anything else you can remember?” Duke asked. Sometimes he got the best answers with that one simple question as he wrapped up interviews.

      “A couple of months ago, I thought I saw him.” She slid the compact back into a small purse she had secured across her chest.

      Duke’s pulse quickened. “Where?”

      “He was in this restaurant—more of a dive—talking to another woman. I wanted to tell her to run, but I didn’t. I don’t even know why the thought crossed my mind. But it did.”

      “Do you think that Jerry did something to Susanna?” Andi asked.

      Zandia shrugged, a certain detachment about her. “Either that or she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. But honestly, part of me just hopes Susanna saw a better opportunity and left. That’s how girls like us do sometimes.”

      “Girls like you?” Duke asked. What did she mean by that?

      Zandia’s shoulders shot up, almost defensively. “Girls who don’t have much hope for the future. Sometimes when we see a smidgen of optimism, we grab hold of it and don’t let go. Otherwise, we get caught up in the cycle of doing the same things day after day, but never getting ahead.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Duke meant the words. Feeling hopeless was a horrible thing.

      He’d definitely gone through bouts of that with Celeste’s disappearance.

      Maybe he was even feeling a little bit of that now, if he were honest.

      Zandia glanced at her watch. “Oh, man, I’m gonna be late.”

      “Are you walking to work?” he asked.

      “Yeah, even if I had money for a car, I wouldn’t have money for insurance or the upkeep.”

      Duke nodded toward his SUV. “Then we’ll give you a ride.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter nine

          

        

      

    

    
      After they dropped Zandia off at the laundromat where she worked, Andi and Duke sat in his car.

      “What do you think?” Andi started, her thoughts racing through what they’d learned.

      “Sounds like a rough life.”

      “Makes me grateful I had the family I did growing up. At least I always knew I had something to fall back on.”

      “Me too. But it almost seems people like Zandia and Susanna have been cast away by society.”

      “Which is why when Susanna went missing there was really no one who cared.” Andi’s voice trailed with regret.

      Silence filled the air a moment before Andi nodded in the distance toward downtown Fairbanks. “What do you say we find a coffee truck and go grab a cup?”

      “Good idea. I’m sure it won’t be as good as yours.”

      “I can fix you one of my fancy drinks later.” She winked at him, and Duke laughed.

      The sound filled Andi with warmth—warmth she had no business feeling.

      The two of them were just friends.

      And it would stay that way. Most likely, indefinitely. But most assuredly until Duke knew what happened to Celeste. Besides, Andi wasn’t looking for romance or anything that remotely resembled it.

      They found a coffee truck outside an office building and were able to park close by. They joined the line and took their places at the end.

      Andi glanced at Duke as they waited. “So I wouldn’t mind going to visit that restaurant Zandia mentioned where she saw that Jerry guy last time.”

      Zandia had given them a name—Lulu’s.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Duke said.

      “I know it might not get us anywhere, but it might.”

      “It’s worth the old college try.”

      Andi shoved her hands into the pockets of her Patagonia jacket. “I wonder how the rest of the team is doing.”

      He glanced at his watch. “We have about three hours until we meet them and share our updates.”

      Andi could tell by his voice that he still wasn’t hopeful. She hated that.

      She wanted to promise him that they could find answers. But it was a promise she couldn’t make.

      Andi had no idea how everything would unfold. Some investigations went unsolved for years and years. She hoped for Duke’s sake that Celeste wasn’t one of those cases.

      But it had already been two years . . .

      Unless they found a breakthrough lead, Andi wasn’t sure how they’d find answers. The best lead they had so far was the fact they’d found a bracelet Duke had given Celeste . . . in the house of Craig Rogers, the dead podcaster whose murder they’d just solved last month. However, they didn’t have any clue yet how it had gotten there or why.

      Craig was dead, so they couldn’t ask him. They’d studied his notes but had found nothing.

      Andi had looked into the disappearances along the Dalton Highway on her own time—when she hadn’t been trying to uncover dirt on Victor. She’d hoped as she studied the files and newspaper articles that maybe something would stand out to her. Give her new insight.

      But it hadn’t.

      As her gaze traveled across the street, it stopped on a black luxury sedan that pulled up to the curb. A man in a thick black coat climbed from the front seat and opened the back door. The guy had the appearance of a Secret Service agent with his outfit and the stiff manner he carried himself.

      Then another man stepped from the back seat.

      A man with silvery black hair and a mustache. A man with a distinguished look. A man whose image was forever ingrained in Andi’s mind.

      Victor Goodman.

      Andi’s pulse sped.

      He was here.

      In Fairbanks.

      Everything went still around her as Andi realized this was the opportunity she’d been waiting for.
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      “Andi?” Duke followed her gaze and watched as the man climbed from the car.

      It was their turn to order their coffee, but Andi seemed too distracted to pay attention. He quickly ordered for them and then pulled her aside to wait for their drinks.

      Her gaze was still latched on the man in the distance.

      Duke looked back again in the direction she stared, and the figure from the car came into view. To his surprise, he recognized the man.

      Victor Goodman.

      Why in the world was Andi looking at Victor like that?

      “Andi?” Duke repeated.

      She snapped out of her daze and gripped his arm. “Duke . . . it’s him.”

      “Who? Victor?” Her words didn’t clarify anything for him.

      Her gaze shot up to his. “You know who Victor is?”

      “Most people know him. He’s only one of the wealthiest men in the whole country.” Then realizations clicked in place in Duke’s mind—sickening realizations that he hoped were wrong. “Please tell me that Victor Goodman is not the man you came to Alaska to try to bring down.”

      Andi opened her mouth but then shut it again. Finally, she shrugged and nonchalantly said, “I could tell you that, but I’d be lying.”

      Suddenly, the rock in Duke’s chest grew even heavier.

      He’d assumed when he learned Andi came here to the final frontier to find justice for some past crime that had been brushed aside by the law, that it didn’t involve someone as big and powerful as Victor.

      Did Andi really think she could bring down a giant like Victor? The man had all the money and resources in the world at his disposal.

      He glanced at Andi. He knew her well enough to know that answer was a resounding yes.

      But that didn’t mean her plan was smart.

      “Andi . . .” His voice trailed as he continued to stare at her.

      Their drinks were ready, so Duke grabbed them and handed a warm paper cup to Andi.

      Though she took it, she didn’t seem interested.

      Her gaze remained on Victor as he walked toward someone in the distance.

      “Anyone who opposes his plans for oil has ended up dead,” Andi said. “He makes back-room deals in order to get what he wants.”

      “That makes him dangerous.”

      Andi gripped Duke’s arm as she began to walk away from the truck as if in a trance. “I need to see who he’s meeting with.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. He has security. Don’t you think he knows you’re here? Didn’t you say he might have been the one who placed that tracking device on your semi? The one who had someone try to shoot you?”

      All that had happened in the Arctic Circle when Duke and Andi had first met. Their time together had been harrowing on more than one occasion. Duke had known Andi was involved in something dangerous, and he’d admired her determination to find answers.

      But now, knowing Victor was involved . . . that changed everything.

      He glanced at Andi, waiting for her response to his statement.

      Her eyes narrowed as she answered. “Yes, I do believe he did those things. But he’s not going to let my presence stop him from reaching his goals.”

      Duke didn’t like the sound of that.

      But he also knew he wouldn’t be able to stop Andi. She was a force to be reckoned with, so he might as well join her rather than try to hold her back.

      “He’s going to recognize you,” Duke reminded her as they stood there watching.

      Andi pulled her blue stocking cap down lower and then slipped on some sunglasses. “Maybe. But it will be harder this way. He won’t expect me to be with anyone either. And it doesn’t appear he’s looking for me.”

      At least there were some trees in the area for cover.

      Actually, the trees brought Duke hardly any comfort.

      Not in this situation.

      They’d need more than trees to protect them.

      They were going to need a lot of prayer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Andi’s heart continued to pound in her ears as she watched Victor.

      She could not believe this. Couldn’t believe that, out of all the times she’d tried to run into Victor, now he was in town.

      For the past several weeks, she’d been desperately hoping she’d cross paths with the man.

      She leaned against the tree and took a sip of her coffee, trying to look casual. Duke stood beside her, appearing to scroll on his phone—though he kept one eye on Victor as he did so.

      He’d been a professional investigator, so Andi shouldn’t be shocked he was good at casually blending in.

      They lingered close to Victor—probably fifteen feet away—but not so close they’d noticeably be eavesdropping.

      Victor glanced at his watch as if waiting for someone.

      Andi counted three men working security, each stationed strategically around him. Each man wore a black coat and had ear comms to communicate with each other. And each watched in case trouble arose.

      That meant Andi and Duke needed to be very careful.

      A moment later, another man appeared from around the corner and approached Victor. The guy was tall and broad. He wore sunglasses and a slick, performance-style black jacket.

      Andi had never seen him before, but the guy moved with both confidence and a certain mysteriousness—like he had the ability to disappear on cue if necessary. Instantly, she sensed he was dangerous.

      She tried to look casual as she took her phone out and pretended to check her messages. In truth, she snapped a picture of Victor and the stranger.

      The two men spoke in low tones to each other, words Andi couldn’t hear. But the conversation looked serious.

      This area in downtown Fairbanks seemed like such a strange place for Victor to meet someone. Why not at his office or house? Why out in public?

      It didn’t fit Victor’s MO.

      Because as far as Andi was concerned, Victor had every reason to remain unseen.

      He had killed at least nine people. Maybe not by his own hand. But he’d ordered their deaths.

      Including Stockton, a colleague whom Andi had briefly dated.

      As a result of Victor, she’d lost everything.

      That wasn’t something she’d ever forget.

      “I’ll see what I can do to make this happen,” the mystery man muttered.

      Victor responded, but Andi couldn’t make out what he said.

      Desperation for answers and information took over. If only Andi could get closer . . . but she couldn’t. Not without being too obvious. Still, she strained to hear more.

      “I’m in town for a week, trying to close some deals,” Victor said.

      Deals? What kind of deals was the man chasing?

      More deals in the oil business? Or other more nefarious kinds of deals?

      The two men continued to mutter between themselves for several more minutes before the conversation abruptly ended. The security guards escorted Victor back to his oversized black car.

      Andi watched them drive off, feeling a renewed sense of determination.

      Just what was Victor planning now?

      And how could Andi find the information she needed to bring him down?
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      With Victor gone, Duke ushered Andi back to his SUV.

      This was more serious than he’d ever imagined.

      More serious and entirely more dangerous.

      Then again, given everything that had happened up in the Arctic Circle, he shouldn’t be surprised.

      Someone had purposely run Andi’s semi off the road and shot at her while she was in the middle of nowhere. The blatant attempts on her life had proven that someone brazen was behind those attacks.

      Not only brazen but desperate—and that was a deadly combination.

      Duke’s thoughts began to race until he pulled out his phone and typed in several things.

      “What are you doing?” Andi tried to peer over his shoulder. In her closeness, he caught a whiff of her flowery perfume.

      The aroma made his heart quicken.

      He leaned back before he let the delight get the best of him.

      “Just give me a moment.” He typed in a few more things before he got the answer he’d been looking for.

      Except it wasn’t really the answer he wanted.

      His chest tightened, and he took another sip of his coffee—a brew too bitter for his tastes. But he needed a moment to digest what he was about to reveal.

      “Your coffee is better,” he murmured.

      Andi flashed a grin, but it quickly faded. “Thanks, but I’m not really thinking about coffee right now.”

      He let out a long breath and lowered his cup until it rested on his leg. “I thought the man Victor was meeting with looked vaguely familiar.”

      “Do you know who he is?” Andi shifted in her seat, curiosity lighting her gaze.

      “I do now.” Duke shook his head, wishing this was all a misunderstanding. It wasn’t. “It’s not good news.”

      Lines of worry pulled across her forehead. “What do you mean?”

      He held up his phone and showed her the picture. “This is him, right?”

      Andi stared at the image only a second before nodding. “That’s him.”

      “This guy’s name is Wayne Devou. He was in the Army for a while. A sharpshooter.”

      “Victor was meeting with a former sharpshooter?” Surprise rang through her voice, and her eyes narrowed as she tried to put together what that meant.

      “I’ve heard rumors over the past couple of years that Devou left the Army and became a private contractor.”

      “Okay . . .” Andi waited for Duke to continue, her eyes still dancing with questions.

      Duke swallowed hard. “Last I heard, Devou had become a hitman.”

      Andi’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “Maybe I’m out of line here, but I can’t help but think . . . what if Victor hired a hitman to do away with you in the Arctic Circle, but that didn’t work out? So now, maybe he’s looking to hire somebody else?”

      Andi’s face paled, and she quieted—which never seemed like a good sign.

      The woman could argue with a rock—and win.

      Duke had seen her in action.

      What he wouldn’t give to be able to see her in the courtroom . . . he could only imagine that everyone’s attention would be on her. People would be unable to look away.

      “You’ve got to be careful.” Duke’s voice hardened.

      Andi had to know he was serious. This wasn’t a game. The stakes were deadly.

      She nodded and pushed a blonde hair behind her ear, her face appearing paler than usual. “I will be. I promise.”

      Duke only hoped that being careful was enough.

      He’d failed Celeste.

      He would do everything in his power not to fail Andi as well.
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      Andi’s thoughts continued to race as she and Duke headed down the road toward Lulu’s Diner.

      They pulled to a stop in front of the building—a modular structure that had been placed on a pad of gravel. Windows stretched across one side and a neon pink sign announcing Lulu’s flashed on top.

      Some of the bulbs had burned out, proclaiming Lul’s instead of Lulu’s.

      A large parking lot in the back accommodated at least ten semis.

      The sight of them made Andi think of Skeeter, and a shiver raked through her.

      That man had been so vile.

      If Duke hadn’t shown up when he did . . .

      Andi shivered again.

      She didn’t even want to think about what could have happened. The man had hidden in her truck and waited for her so he could attack.

      She let out a long breath and tried to regain her focus.

      Her thoughts jumped everywhere, scattered amongst all her problems.

      Next, they veered to Victor. She couldn’t believe she’d finally seen him. That he’d practically walked right into her investigation.

      She also couldn’t believe he’d been talking to a hitman. Part of her didn’t want to know the implications of that meeting.

      The other part of her already knew.

      Victor would kill to get what he wanted. No one would stand in his way.

      That included Andi.

      She reached for the door handle and started to open it when Duke touched her arm.

      “Hey,” he murmured, his gaze searching hers. “Are you okay?”

      The tenderness in his voice nearly sent her reeling.

      But she stopped herself and nodded instead. She was okay. Slightly in shock, she supposed. But seeing Victor only caused the fire inside her to burn hotter.

      She had to bring that man down.

      For Stockton’s sake.

      Besides, evil men shouldn’t get away with their evil deeds. The world needed to be fairer than that. If God wouldn’t bring justice here on this earth, then she would.

      “I’m fine.” Her voice sounded tighter than she’d intended. “I just want answers.”

      “We all do.” He glanced at the restaurant. “Let’s slip inside a minute. Maybe grab a piece of predinner pie since we didn’t get any at the hotel.”

      “Predinner pie always makes things better.” Andi forced a smile, wishing the two of them were just here for fun.

      Who was she kidding?

      She lived for investigations. For bringing down bad guys. To seeing justice served—served just like one of those pie slices. Complete with a cherry on top.

      She and Duke stepped inside the grimy restaurant with its yellowing walls and outdated tables and chairs. The aroma inside wasn’t exactly alluring—though Andi couldn’t place the scent. Exhaust and oil from the semi drivers? Maybe.

      They were seated at a booth and ordered a piece of cloudberry pie with ice cream. They would split the serving, which felt awfully date-like.

      But Andi knew it wasn’t like that. It was better if she didn’t even let her thoughts go there. She and Duke both had their own issues to deal with.

      When the waitress—Ivy, a sixty-something woman with deep lines on her face and a pile of white and gray hair on her head—came back to refill their coffees, Andi stopped her.

      “I know this is going to be a strange question,” Andi started. “However, my friend and I are looking for someone we ran into here once. He told us the company he works for is hiring, but I can’t remember the name. I just lost my job, and I’m hoping to find this guy. He said he’d put in a good word for me. Anyway, I think his name is Jerry. He’s tall and thin with dark hair. Does that ring any bells?”

      “I know who you’re talking about.” Ivy nodded slowly. “He comes in here on occasion.”

      Excitement thrummed through Andi. That had been easier than she’d thought. “Is that right? You wouldn’t have his contact information, would you? I tried Google, but there are a surprising number of Jerrys in Fairbanks.”

      Ivy shook her head, her voice deep and throaty—probably from years of smoking, if Andi had to guess, based on the wrinkles around her lips and her yellow teeth. “No, sweetie. I’m sorry. I don’t know his last name or anything else about him.”

      “Does he come in here any particular days?” Duke kept his voice conversational. “Maybe we’ll run into him.”

      The waitress jutted a hip out as she thought. “I can’t say he’s on a regular schedule. He comes in once in a while, but it’s not every Monday or any day in particular. I know that’s not helpful. Sorry!”

      Andi grabbed a pen from her bag and a napkin from the silver dispenser on the table. She scribbled her cell phone number on it. “Could you do me a favor? If he comes back in, could you give me a call and let me know? I would love to come out and try to catch him. See if his company is still hiring. Desperate times call for desperate measures. Am I right?”

      The woman stared at Andi’s number a moment before nodding and slipping the napkin into her apron. “I’ll do my best. Now, finish up that pie. It’s too good to go to waste and that ice cream is melting almost as fast as Alaska’s glaciers.”
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      Duke stared at Andi from across the table, his thoughts racing.

      Andi was a natural at finding answers and coming up with cover stories. She thought quickly on her feet, and her confidence made people trust her.

      A rush of admiration washed through him.

      But right now, Andi didn’t look happy. Instead, she chewed on her bottom lip as if something was bothering her.

      He leaned closer, feeling a surprising determination to pull her out of her doldrums. “At least it’s something.”

      She nodded unconvincingly. “That’s right. Maybe this guy will come back, and Ivy will call. At least we made some progress.”

      “Absolutely. There are the two other victims too. We just need to figure out what links them all.”

      “Why do I have a feeling that the link between these victims is the fact these women were society’s castaways?” Andi frowned compassionately as if the thought bothered her.

      A rock formed in Duke’s stomach. That was his gut feeling too. And he hated to think that. The thought of someone being ignored during their darkest hour . . . it disturbed him.

      It should disturb everyone.

      Because at any point any person could become one of the castaways. All it took was a few bad decisions . . .

      They finished the pie, and Duke left some cash on the table.

      “You don’t have to get the bill for me.” Andi eyed the money as she remained in the sticky booth.

      “I insist. My treat this time. You can pay next time.”

      That agreement seemed to appease her. “It’s a deal.”

      By the time they climbed into his SUV and started back toward the hotel, Duke realized they only had about thirty minutes until their dinner meeting with the rest of the group. He wondered if anyone else had discovered new information.

      He didn’t want to get his hopes up—especially concerning Celeste.

      The investigation was a long shot.

      The drive back was surprisingly quiet. Duke supposed both he and Andi were mulling over their own thoughts about what they’d learned today.

      As they pulled up to the hotel, he noted three different media vans in the parking lot. These women, now that they were dead, would be big news.

      Duke prayed that wouldn’t be the case for Celeste. That she and those other missing women would be found without a tragic ending.

      His throat tightened at the thought.

      Was it already too late?

      That had been his fear for months now.
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      Andi and Duke needed to meet the rest of the group.

      They didn’t have time to change. Instead, they both hurried across the parking lot to the restaurant.

      Grayling’s Waterfront Restaurant and Pub, located only steps away from the hotel and connected by a deck, had a great view of the river—though the river didn’t seem quite as peaceful now. Not as Andi had once imagined it might be.

      Not now that she knew the secrets lying beneath the surface.

      As soon as they walked inside, she spotted the rest of the group. They waved to Andi and Duke from a corner booth.

      The two of them made their way through the dimly lit space, the scent of seafood floating around them and making her stomach grumble.

      Andi slid into one side of the booth and Duke on the other.

      They had a lot to talk about.

      Before they did that, the waiter appeared. The guy—John—was in his twenties and seemed chatty, especially when he asked what had brought them to town and the subject of true crime came up.

      It appeared they already had a fan.

      They all ordered their food. Andi decided on grilled salmon with a side salad and a loaded baked potato. She hadn’t realized she was so hungry, but now she couldn’t wait to eat.

      “Wait . . . before we start our meeting, I have a surprise for everyone!” Mariella let out a little squeal before reaching under the table and grabbing some decorative bags. “I got a gift for each of you!”

      Andi took hers and peered inside, curious as to what Mariella had purchased.

      She pulled out a pale blue T-shirt that read “True Crime and Chill.” On the back were the words “The Round Table Talks Murder.” That was what Mariella wanted to call the podcast.

      “Well . . . what do you think?” Light filled Mariella’s eyes as she anticipated their reactions.

      “I love it.” Andi held it up to her chest. “I can’t wait to wear it.”

      It wasn’t something Andi would normally sport, but she appreciated Mariella’s enthusiasm.

      Mariella did her cheerleader clap. “Yay! I’m so glad!”

      Andi glanced around the table and saw that everyone had a different color. Duke’s shirt was black, Mariella’s bright pink, Matthew’s dark blue, Ranger’s olive green, and Simmy’s a soft yellow.

      Mariella lowered herself back into her seat, still glowing. “Now, I guess we should get back to business. Who wants to start?”

      “Can I just say first that I think we should come up with a name for this killer?” Matthew started. “Can I suggest the Chena River Killer?”

      “That’s boring.” Mariella scrunched her nose. “It needs to have more zip. More bam!”

      “I don’t think this guy deserves a name,” Ranger muttered.

      Andi was inclined to agree with Ranger. But a moniker would make it easier to talk about him. She could see that point.

      “What are your ideas then?” Matthew turned to Ranger, who leaned back in his chair and shrugged.

      “No idea. But I don’t like that one.”

      “What about the Ice Fairy Killer?” Simmy asked, her voice soft.

      Such a morbid name coming from such a sweet lady.

      But it had a nice ring to it—for a serial killer.

      Everyone was quiet for a moment.

      “The Ice Fairy Killer . . . I like it.” Mariella nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “Are we all good with that name?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Then the Ice Fairy Killer it is.” She let out a sigh. “Now that we have that established, who wants to start?””

      Andi exchanged a look with Duke before saying, “We can.”

      She then filled the group in on everything they’d learned, all the way from the gas station to Susanna’s roommate to their visit to Lulu’s.

      She left out the fact she’d seen Victor, of course.

      Duke was the only one in the group who knew she used to be a lawyer and that she’d come to Fairbanks with ulterior motives. As far as the rest of the group knew, Andi was just a recently fired ice road trucker.

      “How about you all?” Andi glanced at each of them, waiting for their updates.

      Before anyone could answer, John brought an appetizer that Duke ordered for the group, offered his commentary on the women found in the river, then gave them a narrative of life growing up in Fairbanks.

      When he left, Andi snagged a warm mozzarella stick and continued with their previous conversation, “Did you learn anything?”

      Mariella tapped a manicured bubble-gum-pink fingernail on the table. “Ranger and I didn’t discover much, unfortunately. Beverly worked here at the hotel for six months, but management didn’t have an address on file for her. She told them she’d just moved and that she’d give it to them later. That never happened.”

      “Go on.” Andi slowly chewed on the gooey cheese, feeling a surprising sense of excitement as they dove into this case.

      “I talked to a couple of employees who’d spoken with her on occasion,” Mariella continued. “One said Beverly grew up in foster care. Another said Beverly mentioned to her that she might pick up a second job.”

      “Someone also told us that Beverly had seemed happier about a week before she died.” Ranger’s gaze scanned the rest of the group. “That was the most interesting thing I learned. What changed for her? And was that change connected with her death?”

      “Something to note, for sure,” Andi said. “It’s going to be difficult to know where else to look for more information on her.”

      No one argued that point.

      “Have we heard the name of the third woman?” Duke glanced around the table.

      Mariella shook her head. “I haven’t. As far as I know, it hasn’t been released yet.”

      Andi glanced at Simmy and Matthew. “And that leaves us with the two of you who investigated the original case we came here to try and solve.”

      Matthew nodded slowly before starting. “Simmy and I spent a lot of time looking into the backgrounds of each of the Missing Women of Dalton Highway. We looked at their social media if they had any. We researched any articles published on them or their disappearances. We wrote out the timelines—” Matthew cast a glance at Andi. “I thought you’d especially appreciate that.”

      “I do.” Andi flashed a smile.

      She’d been big on timelines during their last unofficial investigation.

      “Did you discover anything?” Duke sounded grim as he tried to keep them on track.

      Simmy cut into her own mozzarella stick and stabbed it with her fork. “Not really, unfortunately. You were right when you said there wasn’t much to go on.”

      Silence stretched a moment.

      “There is one interesting thing I thought I should share with you.” A deep voice cut through the conversation.

      Everyone turned to Ranger. He didn’t speak much, but when he did, people listened. They’d paid attention to his booming voice earlier, and they were paying attention now.

      He gripped his glass of water with both hands as he looked at everyone with his brooding stare. “I actually met one of the victims.”

      Andi’s heart raced faster. “You did? Who? When?”

      “The woman who was hiking alone in Gates of the Arctic. I ran into her once, and she asked some questions about safety issues. I encouraged her not to continue hiking alone, but she said she’d been out there ten days already and was heading out of the park. Insisted she’d be fine.”

      Celeste, Andi realized. Ranger was talking about Celeste.

      Her lungs froze as she glanced at Duke and waited for his reaction.
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        * * *

      

      Duke bristled as soon as Ranger mentioned the missing hiker.

      Something about the man had always put Duke on edge.

      But knowing the guy had interacted with Celeste made those feelings even stronger.

      What if Ranger’s involvement with this group wasn’t a coincidence at all? What if he was somehow entangled with this crime? What if their paths had crossed, not on accident, but because Ranger wanted to be a part of this investigation? Maybe he was like a killer who stood amongst the crowd at crime scenes, secretly gloating over what he’d done.

      Duke wanted to snap. To demand answers.

      Instead, he forced himself to remain calm.

      No one here except Andi and Simmy knew he and Celeste were engaged. He didn’t want to share that information with everyone. It was personal. It was a reason for people to pity him. He didn’t want to see their looks of remorse if they didn’t find any answers.

      For that reason, he’d kept silent about his connection to Celeste. Part of him knew it was stupid, but it also felt necessary.

      “What else do you remember about her?” Mariella seemed clueless to Duke’s emotional turbulence.

      Good. That was what he wanted.

      He just needed the strength to keep this façade up.

      “As I mentioned, Celeste was on her way out of the park when I ran into her,” Ranger said. “She was a real trouper to last so long out there on her own.”

      Duke could confirm that was where Celeste had hiked. After she went missing, he’d gone to the national park himself to look for her and talk to people. Apparently, Celeste had run into several other hikers while on her backpacking trip, but no one knew about anything suspicious happening. Celeste had seemed happy, they’d said.

      This was the first time he’d heard anything about safety concerns.

      “What kind of questions did she ask?” Duke’s voice sounded edgier than he intended. He drew in a deep breath, willing himself to remain placid. “Did something spook her?”

      “She did say there was another hiker on the trail who kept appearing and reappearing. But she hadn’t seen him in a couple of days, so she thought it was a coincidence.”

      His muscles pulled tighter. “Did you advise her?”

      “I offered to escort her back to Coldfoot, but she said she was fine. I couldn’t force it.”

      “Did you ever tell the police you saw her?” Duke continued, trying not to shoot the questions off like a mad man acting as a firing squad. “I don’t remember ever hearing about this other hiker on the trail.”

      “Of course I told them.” Ranger leaned back and took a sip of his drink. “As soon as she was reported missing, I came forward with what I knew. But I don’t think the information I gave them really helped. It did, however, establish that whatever happened to her occurred either on her way out of the park or after she left.”

      “Did Celeste tell you if she was meeting someone after her hike?” Andi sounded calm and inquisitive without a hint that she knew anything else.

      The woman was a natural actress. Trial lawyers often had to be. Theatrics were a part of the game.

      “She said she was going to catch a ride back to the Almost Halfway Trading Post and then someone would pick her up there. So, yeah, she was meeting someone.”

      “But she never made it to the Trading Post,” Mariella said. “Right, Simmy?”

      “That’s right.” Simmy cast a furtive glance at Duke.

      “Maybe that person who picked her up actually abducted her,” Matthew suggested.

      “I’d like to know who she hitched a ride with,” Andi piped in.

      “They have tours that will pick you up and bring you back to Fairbanks,” Duke said. “Or that will take you wherever you want if you’re willing to pay. She probably used John Hendrix. From what I understand, he was cleared. Said she never showed up at their given time.”

      “Interesting . . .” Ranger murmured, drumming a finger against the table.

      “I think we should look at the fiancé.” Mariella wagged a mozzarella stick in the air as if doing a presentation.

      “Why would we do that?” Duke asked, even though he knew he wasn’t thinking clearly.

      “Isn’t it almost always the husband or the boyfriend? Maybe that’s why the guy didn’t make any public pleas for her return.” Mariella shrugged as if the conclusion were a given. “I’d totally go on air if it were my fiancé that went missing.”

      Duke’s lungs tightened until he almost couldn’t breathe. “I don’t think looking into Ms. Dawson’s fiancé is the direction we should go with this.”

      Ranger turned toward him, his eyes narrowed—maybe with a touch of suspicion. “Why not?”

      “I’m sure the police investigated the fiancé already. Besides, there are other possibilities we need to look at,” Duke insisted. “We can’t get tunnel vision.”

      “It would be irresponsible not to look into him.” Ranger shrugged, a touch of stubbornness in his gaze. “In my personal opinion.”

      Duke’s temples began to pound.

      He should have known this would happen. Should have prepared.

      But he hadn’t.

      Now, he needed to figure out how to handle this situation before his emotions got the best of him. He was usually so careful to remain in control.

      “Do what you need to do.” He stood and placed his napkin on the table. “If you’ll excuse me for a minute, there’s something I need to grab from my SUV. I’ll be right back.”

      He wasn’t sure if anyone would buy his excuse. He simply needed a moment alone to refocus. To take a few deep breaths. To clear his head while not under everyone’s watchful eye.

      Before anyone could stop him, he strutted toward the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Andi glanced at Duke’s disappearing frame and wondered if he just needed a moment by himself.

      She understood if he did. This couldn’t be easy on him.

      An ache formed in her chest as she imagined what he might be going through.

      “Wait . . . do you think he’s okay?” Mariella’s eyes were wide as she glanced at each of them.

      Andi and Simmy exchanged a look.

      Before either could answer, their food was delivered. But Andi knew she couldn’t eat. Too much turmoil churned inside her.

      Instead, she excused herself also. Said she needed to run to the bathroom and that they should start without her.

      Then she followed Duke outside and found him leaning against the wood railing outlining the deck. He looked over the snowy river, his jaw hard and his gaze stormy.

      She paused beside him and laid a hand on his arm. “Hey, there. You okay?”

      Andi knew by the way he fisted his hands that he wasn’t.

      She’d be the same in his shoes.

      “Ranger has been sitting on that information, even though he knew we’d be investigating.” Duke’s eyes narrowed even more. “I don’t like that.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s involved.”

      His eyes narrowed even more. “It seems like something he would have mentioned.”

      Andi’s mind scrambled through possible explanations. “I don’t know Ranger very well. I have a feeling not many people do. But he seems like the type to say things only when they’re completely necessary. Maybe he felt like today when we were meeting to talk about this investigation that it was finally necessary. Besides, the information he shared, while helpful in confirming that Celeste did hike and then head out of the park, may not be pertinent to the investigation.”

      Duke’s stormy expression remained. “There’s something about that guy I don’t like.”

      Andi tilted her head. “That’s not fair. Besides, I really think Ranger could be an asset. He knows this area better than any of us.”

      “Or he could be a major liability.” Duke’s gaze locked on hers. “What if he’s in on this somehow?”

      “Ranger?” Andi’s thoughts scrambled again.

      She usually considered herself a good judge of character. She didn’t get the impression that Ranger had a devious side. Sure, he was quiet and mysterious.

      But a killer?

      No.

      “Maybe just remain guarded.” Andi kept her voice gentle, knowing the subject was delicate. “But we shouldn’t tip your hand. Not yet. Let’s see what other information he offers first.”

      Duke’s jaw remained hard, but finally he nodded.

      Andi gently tugged his arm. “Let’s get back inside before that salmon gets cold.”
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        * * *

      

      As Duke climbed back into the booth, he nodded at everyone. They were each picking at their food, which smelled divine.

      He only wished he was hungry enough to properly enjoy the salmon on his plate as well as the steaming potatoes and green beans. As a self-proclaimed foodie, he usually loved creative and tasty meals.

      But not right now.

      He tried not to eye Ranger as the man sat across the table with those perceptive eyes and quiet demeanor. The man had secrets. That was clear.

      Duke hadn’t pushed to find out what they were. After all, everyone had secrets.

      People didn’t come to Alaska by chance. They were like prospectors during the gold rush—everyone came here seeking something.

      But now that thought made him teeter on the edge of distrust.

      The thought of Ranger having something to do with Celeste’s disappearance made Duke’s blood run hot.

      He cleared his throat as he tried to regain control of his emotions—something he was normally good at. Investigating Celeste’s disappearance was like opening an old wound.

      He’d thought that wound had scabbed over, that it had begun to heal.

      But clearly, it was still tender and vulnerable.

      “Is there anything else you two discovered?” Duke was careful to keep his voice even, determined to keep a cool head. Since he’d become a Christian, he’d changed.

      He prayed daily for patience and wisdom. He’d turned away from drinking. Had turned toward God.

      He wasn’t the same person he used to be. But he was still a work in progress.

      “There is one other thing I found that I thought was interesting.” Matthew leaned closer, excitement in his voice. “I was looking into the social media of each of the victims. Of the women who disappeared, three of them didn’t have social media accounts. One probably because she lived at one of the indigenous villages where the internet is hard to come by. But I did a little more digging, and it turns out that one of the women had a secret social media account under a different name.”

      “How did you discover that?” Andi sounded impressed as she cut into her fish then raised a bite to her mouth.

      Matthew shrugged, appearing bored at her question. “I could go through the logistics with you, but let’s just say I have my ways.”

      Maybe Duke didn’t need to know the ins and outs of IT and computer work. Not now, at least. He needed the pearls, not the oysters.

      “So who did you discover has the secret social media account?” Duke’s throat tightened as he asked the question.

      “Turns out it’s the same woman Ranger was talking about.” Matthew grinned as if he’d found the pot of gold they’d all been searching for at the end of the rainbow. “Celeste Dawson.”

      Duke instantly straightened again, the earlier work he’d done to calm down disappearing faster than the aurora on a cloudy night. “What? What are you talking about?”

      He heard the accusation in his voice and knew he’d have to explain himself if he kept having these reactions. But what Matthew had said simply couldn’t be true. There was no way Celeste had a secret account under a different name.

      Mariella’s glance made it clear she was becoming suspicious of his responses. But she didn’t ask any questions.

      Not yet.

      “I read in one of the articles that she was engaged to a guy named Elroy McKay.” Matthew’s voice sounded more animated than ever. “I haven’t found any pictures of the guy, but he was quoted in a few articles.”

      “Maybe we can find him.” Mariella’s voice lilted with excitement. “We can ask him some questions. It sounds like a good place to start.”

      Duke shifted, trying to avert the subject for now. He knew the time would come when he’d have to fess up. To let people know that Elroy McKay was his alias.

      But not now. Not until he knew if he could trust Ranger.

      “What exactly was on this secret social media account?” Duke shifted, trying to brace himself for whatever Matthew would say.

      He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Yet he knew he couldn’t not know.

      However, he was well aware there was usually only one reason for those kinds of secrets.

      “I’m pretty sure Celeste set up the secret account just so she could talk to someone on the down-low.” Matthew shrugged again.

      “Talk to who?” Andi’s intense gaze latched onto Matthew.

      Matthew smiled again as if he’d uncovered a gold mine. “I think she may have been cheating on her fiancé with a man named Bobby Lad.”
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      Andi sensed Duke’s rising emotions and knew she needed to squash this chat before things turned ugly. The tension between all of them was already as thick as the clouds hiding Denali.

      Before she could moderate the conversation, Duke spoke.

      “You think Celeste was cheating on her fiancé?” Duke’s voice sounded edgy, almost accusatory. “I don’t buy it. She wasn’t the type to cheat.”

      “Whoa!” Mariella let out a laugh. “What makes you think that? Who knows what this woman was hiding? It wouldn’t be the first time a woman cheated.”

      “Everything I’ve read about Celeste didn’t make her seem like that kind of person.” Duke’s voice sounded cool and even-tempered. But the tension on his face held warning to anyone who dared question him.

      It wasn’t a good look.

      Andi wanted to jump in with an objection to end this line of questioning. But unfortunately, she wasn’t in a courtroom. Her objections might only make people more suspicious.

      “Why are you getting so riled up about this?” Ranger stared at Duke, his gaze coolly assessing. “Did you know her or something?”

      A moment of silence passed, and Andi wondered what Duke would say, if he would admit his connection.

      Finally, Duke said, “I’m just saying we shouldn’t make assumptions.”

      Andi put her fork down, regretting that she couldn’t fully enjoy this delicious salmon. “Listen . . . let’s all just take a few deep breaths. There’s no need to be at each other’s throats here. We’re all on the same side.”

      She felt as if she were negotiating a separation agreement between a feuding couple—something she’d abhorred doing. Nasty emotional battles induced headaches.

      “Wait . . . what’s going on, Duke?” Mariella didn’t drop the subject. Instead, she stared at him, a wrinkle between her eyes as she demanded answers.

      Andi looked at Duke again and wished he’d simply explain everything. Telling the truth and coming clean made the most sense.

      Yet he didn’t seem willing to share.

      Why was that? His reasoning didn’t make any sense.

      Nor did it make sense to Andi why Duke had used a different name when he’d been interviewed. Hadn’t that raised red flags? Hadn’t the police looked into his background?

      She had so many questions.

      A new one slammed into her mind. What if Duke did have something to do with Celeste’s disappearance? Andi didn’t want to think that way.

      Had the police suspected him? Questioned him?

      What was his alibi?

      She swallowed hard at the thought. She didn’t want to go there.

      But she couldn’t shy away from the truth out of fear either.

      Duke’s grief seemed real, and she didn’t honestly think he was guilty of harming anyone. Besides, if he were guilty, why would he keep up the charade of looking for Celeste?

      She wanted to respect Duke’s privacy but . . . that was becoming harder by the moment.

      What’s going on, Duke?

      Mariella’s question lingered in the air as everyone stared at him.

      He cleared his throat. “It’s not important.”

      Duke’s voice sounded flat and restrained. But emotion simmered deep down inside him.

      “If we’re all going to be working together on this then I think it is important.” Mariella still didn’t back down. “We need to trust each other and have open communication. After all, if we’re not working together, then we’re working against each other. I took a class through Dale Carnegie about teamwork, and they taught me all about this.”

      “Then maybe we shouldn’t all work together.” Duke stood, his chair scraping the floor. “I never really thought this whole setup was a good idea anyway.”

      Mariella blanched as if his words had physically hurt.

      Probably because they had.

      His statement almost seemed like a flat-out rejection.

      “What makes you think we can solve any more crimes anyway?” Duke glanced at each person around the table. “Solving Craig’s murder was just dumb luck. In fact, speaking of luck, we’re all fortunate to still be alive.”

      Awkward—and loaded—silence fell among them.

      Andi watched, wondering what Duke would do next.

      Finally, he sat down and grabbed his fork.

      Part of Andi wanted to fix the situation. Wanted to make sure they could work together like the merry crew of armchair detectives they were.

      The other part of her agreed with Duke. The whole idea that a group of untrained investigators could come together to try to find answers on cold cases seemed absurd.

      The only reason she’d agreed to meet again face-to-face was because everyone had promised to come to Fairbanks, so it wasn’t as much of a time commitment for her. Plus, she had to admit that working on these cases got her blood pumping again.

      She missed doing things like this. As an attorney, she’d worked in a small practice that hadn’t been able to hire a private investigator for most cases. So they had done a lot of footwork themselves.

      But it was one thing to work with a group of people who were a pleasure to be around.

      And it was another thing to work with a group of people who couldn’t stand each other.

      Exactly which category would this group fall into?

      She finally cleared her throat, knowing that someone needed to be the peacemaker here. “I think we should make a plan for moving forward.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t move forward.” Duke sounded surprisingly sincere, like he’d spoken the words in the best interest of everyone here at the table.

      Ranger’s eyes widened before he shook his head. “If you really don’t want to do this then you shouldn’t. You’ll only drag us all down.”

      Duke scowled.

      This wasn’t going well, and Andi couldn’t stand the awkwardness.

      Even Simmy couldn’t seem to think of any type of peacemaker sentiments to set them at ease.

      “I think I’m going to turn in for the night.” Duke stood again, his food only half eaten, and he threw his napkin over the rest.

      He dropped some cash on the table to cover his bill.

      As he started to leave, Andi stood also and left a couple of twenties on the table. “Let me talk to him.”

      “Andi . . .” Mariella called.

      She paused and glanced at her. “Yes?”

      “Can I stop by your room later?” Mariella asked. “I’d like to have a word with you also.”

      “Of course. I won’t be long.” Andi handed the woman the key to her room, quickly pointing at the room number engraved on it. “Meet me there. Just give me a few minutes first.”

      Then Andi hurried after Duke.
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        * * *

      

      Duke walked toward the parking lot, though he didn’t intend on leaving. Not without his stuff, at least.

      But his SUV seemed the best place to get some privacy.

      As he approached his vehicle, he spotted Andi walking toward him.

      When she reached him, she paused and leaned against his door, not saying a word. She didn’t for several minutes.

      She was giving him the chance to take the lead, he realized.

      He could respect that.

      He ran a hand over his face. “Celeste wasn’t cheating on me.”

      There had to be another explanation.

      “I’m sure she wasn’t.” Andi almost sounded like she was trying to appease him. “But we should look into this, just in case. Maybe that information will lead to some answers if we can find this guy.”

      “Maybe.” His voice sounded strained.

      “Why didn’t the police ever figure this out?” Andi murmured. “This seems like a big oversight.”

      “There’s a chance they did, and they just didn’t tell the public.” Duke shrugged. “But I don’t like the way this investigation is going.”

      “I understand.” Andi studied him. “Can I ask you a question?”

      His jaw tightened, but he said, “Sure.”

      “Were you ever a suspect?”

      Duke let out a long, slow breath. “I was questioned, of course. By Gibson. The police would have been incompetent if they didn’t talk to me.”

      “And?”

      He shrugged. “My coworkers can vouch I was working in the days leading up to Celeste’s disappearance. I left that morning to pick her up. She was supposed to call me from Coldfoot, but she didn’t. I figured maybe the phones were down.” He paused and stared at Andi a moment. “You really think I could have done something to her?”

      “No, but it seems irresponsible not to ask.”

      Duke couldn’t argue with that. Still, another part of him had to admit that Andi’s question had stung.

      She shifted again, and Duke knew another heavy question was coming.

      “Do you really want out of this group?” Andi studied his face as if determined not to let the truth slip past her.

      He thought about the question a moment. Honestly, he wasn’t sure.

      Duke was an actual detective, yet he felt like he was playing detective with a group of virtual strangers who’d been thrown together in an escape room competition. At this very moment, all their brainstorming and half-witted ideas irritated him.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t respect the people on the team. He did. But this murder club/podcast idea just seemed crazier and crazier by the moment. They had the potential to accuse people who weren’t guilty. To ruin lives. To waste time.

      Andi gently laid her hand on his arm again.

      Something about her touch always seemed to calm him.

      In some ways, that realization terrified him.

      Duke couldn’t let himself get close to Andi. Not while Celeste was still out there. He didn’t have it in him to turn his back on his fiancée.

      “Why don’t you get some rest and think about it?” Andi suggested. “Don’t do anything rash.”

      He nodded and ran a hand over his face. “Good idea.”

      Then the two of them began to walk back toward their rooms.

      Maybe it was time to turn in for the night.

      Maybe sleep would do everyone some good.
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      She’d been by herself, standing outside and observing the Chena River when we met the second time.

      She looked upset, so I’d asked her what was wrong.

      Tears dripped from her eyes. “Sometimes, I just don’t feel like anyone gets me.”

      “I feel like we get each other.” I stepped closer.

      She looked up at me, her eyes bright. A moment of hope filled their depths.

      Hope.

      That was what I preyed on.

      Sometimes, that was all a person wanted and needed.

      By giving it to them, I could get what I wanted.

      She was pretty, in a different way than the normal women I was attracted to. They were each pretty in their own way. But this woman was more high-maintenance.

      Yet I’d been fascinated with her from the moment I’d set eyes on her earlier.

      I’d told myself I would wait. That I wouldn’t strike again so soon. One at a time.

      But when the police finally discovered my other victims, something ignited inside me.

      I needed more.

      The first several hadn’t been enough.

      When I’d seen her, I knew she’d be more of a challenge than the others.

      But that was okay.

      I was up for a challenge.

      She wasn’t quite as lonely or insecure—still, those qualities were buried down deep, even if they were more concealed than in others.

      Now here we were.

      I wanted to savor the moment.

      But I knew I didn’t have much time. There were too many police around. Too many people asking questions.

      I couldn’t let anyone notice I was here. That I was out of place.

      “Do you want to talk?” I asked. “I’m a great listener.”

      She looked up at me, more fullness in her gaze now.

      Talking was exactly what she sought.

      I’d hit the nail on the head.

      “Yes, I’d like that.”

      I glanced around. “Maybe somewhere more private than this?”

      “I know just the place.” She held up a key in her hands. “This way.”

      Then I followed her inside, down the hallway, and into a room.

      I could hardly contain my excitement about the plan I was about to enact.

      She had no idea what was coming for her.

      But she would find out.

      She needed to pay . . .

      I intended on making that happen.

      It was my contribution to the world.

      One day, people would thank me.
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      Andi wanted to say more to Duke. Something that would make him feel better.

      But she didn’t know what that was.

      She knew there was a chance Celeste had been cheating on him. Andi didn’t know Celeste herself, so it wasn’t a judgment call on the woman. But many couples cheated on each other. As a lawyer, Andi had seen unfaithfulness uncountable times.

      Yet, by the same token, she didn’t want to be the one to tell Duke that. He clearly thought his fiancée walked on water. Andi wouldn’t be the one to burst his bubble, at least not without more facts.

      The two of them paused outside her room, and she glanced up at him.

      Before this had all gone down, she’d considered suggesting the two of them work late into the night doing more research.

      But not now.

      Any research Andi did would be on her own. Duke needed space to cool off.

      “Let’s meet again in the morning, and maybe we can figure out something then.” Duke’s voice sounded lackluster.

      Andi nodded, but the motion almost felt painful.

      What she wouldn’t give to be able to take his pain away. Betrayal was a hurt that stared you in the eye without blinking, almost as if the emotion knew no balms would ever soothe the ache. Andi knew that firsthand.

      Something passed between her and Duke. Andi had felt it before. But she knew the feeling—the desire—was forbidden. She’d keep it locked away and respect Duke’s boundaries. She wasn’t the cheating type.

      Besides, she wasn’t interested in dating—anyone.

      She had to stay focused on making sure Victor Goodman received the justice he deserved.

      “Mariella is supposed to meet me in my room, so I should go.” She took a step back. “Good night, Duke.”

      He nodded at her, the action stiff and almost formal, as if they didn’t know each other. “Good night, Andi.”

      She started to knock on her door when it opened.

      It hadn’t been latched, she realized.

      Weird.

      As the door swung open farther, something smeared on the wall caught her eye.

      It was a handprint.

      A bloody handprint.

      She gasped as the reality of what she was seeing hit her.

      Something bad had happened in here—and recently, at that.

      She threw the door open the rest of the way, fearful of what she might see as she called out, “Mariella?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Duke heard Andi gasp.

      Heard her call for Mariella.

      Something was wrong.

      He moved in front of her.

      As he did, he spotted the bloody handprint on the wall.

      His heart rate sped.

      Mariella was supposed to meet Andi in there.

      Had something gone terribly wrong?

      He glanced around. More blood smeared the walls. The carpet. The bedspread.

      But no Mariella.

      What had happened to her? Had someone assaulted her and then taken her somewhere?

      Alarm raced through him at the thought.

      Duke turned toward Andi in the doorway. Her face looked pale, and her eyes were glazed with shock.

      He gripped her arm, trying to snap her back to reality. “We’ve got to call the police. Now.”

      She broke from her stupor and grabbed her phone. As she dialed the number, her hands trembling, Duke turned to observe the scene one more time.

      He tried to picture what had happened.

      But something about the crime scene didn’t feel right. It felt out of order. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was right now.

      He stepped out into the hallway and glanced up and down the space.

      He and Andi had probably only talked for ten or fifteen minutes at the most after dinner. That wasn’t much time for Mariella to get here and for someone to do this.

      Had anyone else seen or heard something? It was still relatively early, and there were plenty of people around. Maybe someone had witnessed whatever happened.

      Andi slipped her phone back in her pocket and turned back to him. “The police are on their way. Duke . . .” Her voice cracked. “What if someone did something to Mariella?”

      As she asked the question, she glanced behind Duke. Her eyes widened.

      He twirled around, anxious to know what Andi had seen to cause that reaction.

      That was when he spotted . . . Mariella.

      She walked toward them with a confused expression on her face.

      Andi pushed past him, ran down the hallway, and threw her arms around Mariella. “Are you okay?”

      “Wait . . . am I okay?” Mariella blinked several times. “What are you talking about?”

      Andi pulled back, still gripping Mariella’s shoulders but looking her straight in the eye. “You were going to meet me in my room.”

      “I was going to, but then I got distracted by the aromatherapy steam room. I decided to give it a try to see if I could calm down a little.” Her gaze shot back and forth between Duke and Andi. “I’m confused.”

      Andi squeezed Mariella’s hands. “I thought you were waiting for me in the room. But when I opened my door, all I saw was the blood. I thought it was yours.”

      “Blood?” The light left Mariella’s eyes.

      Andi nodded solemnly.

      Duke didn’t know what was going on. Was someone playing a twisted game?

      Or had something horrific happened in Andi’s room?

      If so . . . who was the victim?
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      State trooper Logan Gibson showed up along with one other officer.

      While they searched Andi’s room, Andi, Duke, and Mariella waited in the lobby.

      The rest of the gang heard what happened and joined them a few minutes later.

      Andi updated them on the fine details, and each of them looked as equally shocked and horrified as Andi felt.

      “Is this someone’s way of trying to scare us?” Simmy rubbed her arms as if chilled at the question. “Did they stage that scene just to make us go away?”

      “Usually that only happens if someone’s getting close to answers.” Andi shrugged, trying not to show her experience. “At least that’s the way it is on TV.”

      “And if it wasn’t staged, does that mean someone truly was attacked, possibly murdered, and taken from the room?” Mariella rubbed her arms and frowned.

      “I find that hard to believe.” Duke’s jaw hardened. “Someone would have seen or heard something considering the placement of that room. If you ask me, someone snuck in and staged it.”

      That would be the best-case scenario, she supposed.

      Andi glanced at the front counter. Leilani wasn’t working right now. If Andi had to guess, the woman would probably be back in the morning. But maybe cameras were set up in the hotel lobby to show who’d come and gone.

      She could narrow down the time period.

      Andi hadn’t been in her room in several hours.

      During that time someone had done this.

      Why had this happened in her room?

      What if this didn’t have to do with the cold case they were currently investigating, but if it had something to do with Victor?

      She had felt as if someone was watching her lately. Not long ago, someone had shot at her and tried to kill her near the Almost Halfway Trading Post. For all she knew, Victor could still have someone watching her and trying to send a clear message that he was untouchable.

      As she remembered the hitman they’d seen him talking to, she reminded herself to remain on guard.

      What if Victor had hired that guy to finish her off?

      She repressed a shiver.

      Gibson stepped into the lobby, and the rest of the gang greeted him. Andi and Duke hadn’t told everyone he was the officer working the case. It hadn’t come up at dinner amidst the other drama.

      “So . . . the gang’s all here, huh?” He paused with his hands resting on his belt, almost sounding amused.

      “That’s us . . . the gang.” Andi’s words sounded lame, even to her own ears.

      “Did anyone see anything?” He scanned their faces.

      They all shook their heads.

      Gibson frowned, his jaw flexing. “This is all very strange.”

      “Do you think what happened in Andi’s room is linked to those dead bodies that were found in the river earlier?” Mariella stared up at Gibson, sounding a little nervous.

      “I have no reason to think so. In fact, it almost seems like a prank. That blood wasn’t real.” Gibson shrugged.

      Andi took a moment to let that information settle.

      Why would someone go through such extremes?

      Unless it wasn’t a prank.

      Unless they wanted to send a message.

      She gulped a deep breath and shifted her thoughts back into problem-solving mode. “Have you checked the security footage yet?”

      “That’s what I’m doing next.”

      “Can I look at it with you?” Andi asked.

      Gibson stared at her a moment as if contemplating his response. “You can. But no one else. It’s a small room, and this isn’t something my boss would smile upon.”

      “Got it.”

      Gibson motioned to her, and Andi followed him down the hallway.

      A thrum of excitement fluttered inside her.

      Maybe they would figure out who was responsible for this.

      Not just for her sake—but for everyone’s.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Andi was introduced to a man named Kip Klepinger who worked security for the hotel. He was in his thirties with dark, curly hair, and he wore an itchy-looking gray wool sweater.

      He wasn’t the tough don’t-mess-with-me type of security guy. He was the monitor-everything-behind-a-screen type of guy.

      He seated them behind a small desk in a small room with eight different monitors set up that videoed any common areas. The hotel manager, a man named Warren Mason, joined them.

      The security measures seemed a bit like overkill, but Warren explained to them that the hotel’s owner, Alfonso Dominic, was rich and eccentric. The man loved his paintings and artwork, so he wanted to keep an eye on them at all times.

      That was why he paid three employees to take shifts and act as security at the place.

      Andi supposed that if a person had money to burn, then why not?

      “Which hallway do you want to see?” Kip’s fingers were posed over the keyboard as he waited for their answer.

      “The north wing near room 132,” Andi answered before casting Gibson an apologetic look.

      She hadn’t meant to take over. It just came naturally.

      “What time?” Kip didn’t seem to notice the subtle power struggle.

      This time, Gibson looked at Andi, waiting for her answer.

      “I was gone between 2 p.m. and 8:30 p.m.,” she quickly told him.

      “Okay, let’s see what we can find out.” Kip tapped some keys, and a video began playing on the largest monitor.

      Kip started the video feed just before seven. Several people walked up and down the hallway, going in and out of their rooms. A housekeeper also dropped off some towels. A maintenance man paused in front of her door a moment.

      Slightly strange. But he didn’t go inside. Instead, he appeared to be checking his phone.

      By the time they reached 7:30, there was still nothing.

      Kip began to fast forward.

      Until the screen went blank.

      “What just happened?” Warren leaned closer and frowned.

      Kip began tapping on the keys faster. “It has to just be a glitch. Our equipment is state of the art.”

      But no matter what he did, nothing changed.

      The video remained black.

      “Someone must have wiped it or something.” Kip leaned back and shook his head. “We’ve never had this happen. And on my watch, at that! That’s not okay . . .”

      This guy obviously took his job seriously, kind of like an overly dedicated mall cop.

      Maybe he should join their murder club. They were all about on the same level.

      Andi shoved the thought aside. She was tired and not thinking clearly.

      “How could that happen?” Gibson stared at him and then glanced at Warren.

      Warren stared at his employee. “Kip . . . ? You’re going to need to take that one.”

      Kip stared at the screen and shook his head. “I’m not sure. I know some people are able to get these signal jammers that will interrupt a video feed. I think they’re expensive, so not just anyone would have them. But no one else has been in this security room tonight. No one but me.”

      “Did you leave at all?” Gibson asked. “For a break?”

      Kip’s face reddened. “Only for five minutes to go to the bathroom.” He glanced at Warren. “That’s allowed.”

      Warren grunted but said nothing.

      “When you were in here, you didn’t see anything suspicious?” Gibson continued.

      Kip shook his head. “Not a single thing. I’m sorry. I wish I could be more helpful.”

      Gibson frowned. “Me too.”

      Me three, Andi thought. Me three.
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      Duke stood away from the rest of the group in the lobby, his thoughts racing.

      It seemed like whenever the murder club got together, trouble followed. Was this going to be a theme? And, if so, did he really want to be a part of it?

      He kept himself removed from everyone else, not ready for their questions or chatter.

      But sure enough, Simmy wandered over to him.

      Simmy had been there when Duke arrived at the trading post ready to pick Celeste up.

      Simmy had been there when Duke went through the revelation that his fiancée wasn’t returning.

      Like an older sister, she’d held his hand and talked him through everything before the police arrived.

      For that, Duke would be forever grateful.

      “I’m worried about you,” she murmured quietly as she stared up at him.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

      She tilted her head. “You’re not acting fine. I know it’s not my business, but I just don’t understand why you won’t tell the rest of the group you were engaged to Celeste.”

      He offered a stiff shrug. “I don’t like the looks of sympathy people give me. And now Matthew thinks Celeste may have been cheating on me? I definitely don’t want to deal with their judgment.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with sympathy.”

      His jaw hardened. “It makes me feel . . . weak.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with having weaknesses sometimes, either. We all have them. Even me.” She offered a self-deprecating grin.

      Duke opened his mouth, ready to rebuke her statement on weaknesses being okay.

      But he couldn’t.

      Simmy was right. Everybody had flaws. A lot of people looked at Duke and thought he had everything together. Maybe he wanted to keep it that way. Maybe that was why he kept the personal details about his life so closed.

      However, as someone who’d been in the Army, he knew that sometimes the only way to get stronger was to find your areas of weakness and conquer them.

      But Duke wasn’t sure he was ready to bare his soul to this group. He wasn’t sure he trusted everyone enough.

      Sure, what had happened up in the Arctic Circle had bonded them. But that didn’t mean these people were in his inner circle.

      He’d learned the hard way that you had to be very careful who you let into your life. Who you really let into your life. Not everybody had the best intentions. Some people didn’t even realize their own toxic traits. But those traits were still there.

      Simmy squeezed his forearm. “I’ll support whatever decision you make. It’s not my story to tell. But I do have to wonder how much of your frustration is simply because you’re keeping so much bottled inside.”

      Duke raked a hand through his hair as he considered her words.

      She very well could be correct in her analysis.

      He swallowed hard as he tried to formulate a response. “I just . . . I need more time.”

      Yes, he’d had the past month to consider whether or not he should share.

      But during that month, he’d filled his days doing tours and expeditions to the Arctic Circle. Maybe the distraction was good. It had meant he couldn’t sit around and think all day about things he didn’t want to think about.

      On the other hand, distraction could be a tool of the devil.

      Just because a person didn’t acknowledge something didn’t mean the problem didn’t exist.

      Despite that thought, Duke changed the subject.

      “Are you still going through your dad’s stuff?” As part of the last case, they had discovered that Craig Rogers was actually Simmy’s father.

      They’d also found Celeste’s bracelet at his place—a surprising link.

      He had to wonder how Craig had gotten it. Was Craig somehow involved in Celeste’s disappearance? That was what the evidence pointed to, yet the details didn’t make sense.

      But . . . what if Craig was somehow involved?

      Duke hadn’t told anyone else in the group this, but a couple of weeks ago, he’d actually gone out to Craig’s property. He’d walked around, looking for any signs that something nefarious had happened there. He’d searched for graves. Dead bodies. Other evidence the police may have missed.

      He’d found nothing.

      But the possibility that he could have been involved wouldn’t leave Duke’s mind.

      The fact that Simmy had just learned the man was her father only made things more complicated.

      He wouldn’t make any accusations—not until he found more proof.

      So he needed to keep things close to the vest.

      Simmy let out a deep breath as Duke’s question about her dad lingered in the air. “It’s going to take a while to go through everything, and, as you know, Lloyd doesn’t give me much time off work.”

      As far as Duke was concerned, Lloyd was good for nothing. The man—Simmy’s boss—had nearly bled Simmy dry, working her as much as he could. He claimed it was because they were short-staffed and he couldn’t find anybody else who wanted to work so far north.

      The truth was Lloyd was difficult to work with. He much preferred to drink than to labor. But Simmy stuck around for some reason. Duke still wasn’t sure why. Certainly, she could do better.

      Her smiling face was always a welcome sight when he stopped by the trading post with the tourists he showed around. But what kind of person decided to give up everything to live up in the Arctic Circle and work at a trading post in the middle of nowhere?

      She had her own little room there and two other employees who’d just been hired recently. Otherwise, her boss was pretty much good for nothing.

      The woman was a mystery to Duke.

      “But in case you’re wondering, I haven’t found anything that links Craig and Celeste.” Simmy rubbed her arms, appearing as if she were reading his mind. “I’m still not sure how the bracelet ended up at his place.”

      Duke believed Simmy. She was a good woman, the salt of the earth type.

      Sure, she had secrets in her gaze—they all did.

      Was that why they were all enchanted with true crime? Because they knew the intricacies of harboring secrets? They knew that anyone was capable of snapping, of doing the unthinkable. They each knew the struggle between good and evil and how that affected their lives.

      Maybe.

      He glanced down the hallway where Andi and Gibson had disappeared. “I wonder if they found anything on that security footage.”

      “I don’t know.” Simmy shivered. “But I don’t like the way this is going so far.”

      Duke’s muscles hardened at her words. “Neither do I.”
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        * * *

      

      Andi and Gibson exited the security room and headed back toward the lobby.

      “That’s a bummer about the security camera footage,” Andi murmured, slowing her steps so she could talk to Gibson a moment.

      “That would be an understatement.” Gibson offered a wry expression as they paused in the hallway before they reached the rest of the group.

      Since he seemed willing to talk, Andi dove into her next question. “Did you talk to employees here? Did any of them see anything?”

      “No, they didn’t.”

      Andi frowned. “So whoever did this was slick.”

      “Apparently. Slick and brazen.” Gibson turned toward her. “You really think this incident could be a joke? Is there anything else I should know?”

      She considered telling him about Victor.

      But she couldn’t do that. She had no proof that Victor had done anything wrong—or that he’d targeted her. He was sneaky like that.

      Mentioning him right now would only draw attention to her—and that was the last thing she needed. She’d come here to fight her own battle. She didn’t want the police involved until she knew it was the right time.

      She cleared her throat and decided to go in a different direction. “The rest of the gang and I are beginning to research our latest podcast about the Missing Women of Dalton Highway—a case that I know you’re very familiar with. But I don’t feel like we’ve dug far enough to stir up any trouble.”

      Gibson pressed his lips together and tilted his head. “You sure about that?”

      Before Andi could say anything else, Gibson’s phone rang. He took a step away to answer.

      But she could still hear the person on the other line. The guy had a loud voice—and that worked to Andi’s advantage right now.

      “The bodies . . . were frozen . . . twice.”

      Andi sucked in a breath, and Gibson glanced at her.

      She quickly looked away, trying not to be too obvious.

      But it was too late.

      Gibson lowered his voice for the rest of the conversation and then ended his phone call.

      He turned to her, pausing there in the hallway. “Did you hear part of that?”

      “I wasn’t trying to listen. But that person on the other line was a loud talker.”

      Gibson scowled. “I can’t have you sharing that information with anyone. Not yet.”

      “It was the medical examiner, I’m guessing. He’s quick if he’s already done an autopsy.”

      Gibson studied her face a moment as if trying to read her and put together a case file. “We put a rush on the case.”

      Andi stepped closer. “So you’re saying those women were frozen then thawed and frozen again. Am I right? What sense does that make?”

      He ran a hand over his face as if the very thought exhausted him. “I have no idea. Not a word to anyone, okay?”

      She nodded. “I can keep a secret.”

      Gibson glanced at her again, a touch of skepticism in his gaze. Despite that, he said, “Thank you. You’ll keep me updated if anything else happens?”

      “I will. Of course.”

      With a polite nod at each other, the two of them headed back toward the rest of the group.
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      Duke watched as Andi and Gibson talked in the distance.

      Was that a surge of jealousy he felt?

      No. Because that would be ridiculous. He had no reason to feel jealous.

      It wasn’t like that between him and Andi.

      But sometimes he had to wonder what his future would look like.

      Was he destined to spend the rest of his life searching for Celeste? Living alone? Would his life be permanently paused?

      He hoped not. He wanted to believe God had a bigger plan for him than that.

      However, he wanted to do the right thing by Celeste. To not give up.

      But sometimes, as the days dragged on, that seemed harder and harder.

      He pushed the thought down as Gibson and Andi stopped in front of him.

      “Hey,” Duke muttered. “Did you discover anything?”

      He wasn’t proud of the way he’d acted today. He wasn’t usually reactive. In fact, he took pride in being calm under pressure.

      But something about this case had him riled up.

      He had to get a grip on his emotions.

      “Nothing.” Gibson frowned. “The video footage from that time period was blank.”

      “Someone erased it?” Mariella’s lips parted in surprise.

      “Maybe.” Gibson paused, almost appearing irritated at the thought of what had happened. “Or someone had a device that could erase it. Either way, there’s no evidence.”

      Mariella frowned before asking, “So what do we do now?”

      “There’s nothing ‘we’ do now.” Gibson gave her a pointed look. “I’ll keep looking into this. In the meantime, all of you be careful. Try not to go anywhere alone—just to be on the safe side. Until we know what’s going on, it’s best to proceed with caution.”

      Warren approached and gave Andi a key to a new room, this one on the other side of Duke’s room.

      Part of Duke was grateful Andi would be staying close. He wanted to be nearby just in case she needed him.

      “I’ll walk with you,” Duke said after Warren disappeared down the hallway.

      Andi didn’t argue. But, first, Gibson had the other police officer transfer her personal belongings to her new room.

      Andi turned to Mariella as they waited, and she lowered her voice. “You wanted to talk to me?”

      Mariella glanced at Duke, clearly not wanting to speak in front of him. “I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      Andi glanced back at Duke and nodded. “I think it will be. It’s complicated, you know?”

      “I know complicated.”

      Andi was pretty sure they all understood complicated.

      After that, the rest of the group knew there was nothing else they could do. They said good night and promised to talk again in the morning.

      Duke led Andi to her room, and they paused by her door.

      “You mind if I check it out first?” Duke knew that even if Andi said no, he would check anyway. The police officer had just been in there, but Duke wanted to be extra careful.

      Thankfully, Andi said she didn’t mind.

      He searched the space for anything of concern, but he found nothing.

      Then he joined Andi again in the hallway. “It’s clear.”

      She shoved a lock of hair behind her ear. “Good to know.”

      He still hesitated, shuffling from foot to foot in front of her. Was he trying to think of a reason to stay? To keep an eye on her?

      Maybe.

      But the best thing he could do was to say good night and leave.

      “If you need anything . . .” he finally said.

      Andi offered a grateful but dim smile. “I know where you are.”

      He gave a curt nod before drawing his gaze away. “Good night, Andi.”

      “Good night, Duke.”

      As she slipped inside her room, Duke felt like a wall had been erected between them.

      A wall he’d built out of all the best materials—not brick and mortar. There were no spikes or booby traps.

      Instead, the wall was built from distrust, pain, and self-preservation.

      Now he needed to decide whether to keep the barriers in place or tear them down.
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        * * *

      

      Duke knew there was no way he’d be able to sleep.

      Instead, he grabbed his laptop, propped a couple of pillows against the headboard behind him, and then he stretched out on his bed with his computer in his lap.

      He didn’t want to do what he was about to do.

      But he was going to.

      He might as well just rip this Band-Aid off.

      But, first, he called Matthew, who answered on the first ring. “What’s up?”

      “I need you to send me the link to this guy’s social media.”

      “What guy?”

      “You said Celeste set up a secret account so she could talk to someone.”

      “Oh, right.” Matthew paused. “Kind of obsessed with this one, huh? But sure. I’ll send you a link via email.”

      Duke pushed away his irritation. “Do it soon. Please.”

      “Got it.”

      The seconds passed slowly, and dread grew in his gut as he waited.

      Finally, his computer dinged. He clicked on the e-mail and saw the message from Matthew.

      Saw the link.

      Duke knew once he clicked on this that everything he knew and believed about Celeste could change.

      But the truth was something that had to be faced.

      He lifted up a quick prayer and then clicked.

      A link to a Facebook page appeared.

      Sure enough, Celeste’s image filled the profile picture.

      But not her name.

      No, this woman went by Ella Fisher.

      Was that because someone had stolen Celeste’s picture to start a new social media page? Duke knew that happened sometimes. It was possible that was what he was looking at.

      In an instant, Duke halfway convinced himself that was the case. This was just a spam account someone from overseas had created.

      But he needed more information to be certain.

      He clicked on the “About” section for Ella and scanned the details.

      According to her profile, she lived in Alaska. Had moved here the same time Celeste had moved to Alaska. Two years ago.

      Celeste had moved here specifically to be with him. At that time, Duke had been with the CID stationed out of Fairbanks.

      It had been a hard move for her so far away from her family in Wyoming.

      As a traveling nurse, Celeste would be able to work wherever she wanted. First, before she started her new job, she’d decided to take some time off to explore Alaska.

      Duke checked the account for her birthday.

      It was the same as Celeste’s.

      His gut tightened.

      He checked her education.

      Same college.

      Then his gaze hovered over her hometown.

      Duke swallowed hard.

      Billings, Wyoming. Also the same.

      Every muscle in his body tensed.

      Still, all of this could have been copied from her real account. This didn’t necessarily mean anything other than a troll or spammer had used her image and information.

      But what did mean something was the fact she only had one friend.

      A man named Bobby Lad.

      After a moment of hesitation, Duke clicked on Bobby’s link.

      He saw a picture of a man with a squarish face and light-brown hair. The guy had broad shoulders and, according to his profile, he worked as a mind controller in Fairbanks.

      A mind controller?

      Okay . . .

      Even though seeing this profile did give Duke some insight into a potential theory about Celeste, it didn’t offer him enough information.

      From here, there was no way to access their private messages to each other. Matthew had worked some of his magic in order to obtain those.

      Duke hopped back over to his email, ready to message Matthew and ask for those messages.

      Before he could, he saw another e-mail from Matthew.

      Duke scanned it.

      As if Matthew had read his mind, it was a copy of the messages Ella and Bobby had exchanged.

      For the second time that night, Duke’s finger lingered over the return key.

      Did he want to click on this and read those messages?

      No, he absolutely didn’t.

      But he would do it anyway.
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      Duke began reading the first message.

      

      
        
        Bobby: I can’t wait to see you. I’ve been waiting for this day for so long. To think you’re actually going to be so close makes me feel as if all my dreams are coming true. I already have a list of all the places here in town I want to show you. I’m counting down the days until we can be together.

      

      

      
        
        Ella: I have also dreamed about seeing you. It doesn’t seem the time will pass quickly enough. I know it’s going to be difficult to manage our relationship once I arrive, but you’re important to me. I know we can do this. Our paths have aligned at just the right time for a reason. I love you.

      

      

      
        
        Bobby: You’re right, we’ll figure things out. I know we both have obstacles in our way, people who can’t know about us. But we’ll make this happen.

      

      

      
        
        Ella: Should we just tell everyone the truth? Why keep secrets? Why keep acting as if our relationship isn’t happening? Are we really protecting others by doing this behind their backs?

      

      

      Tears pressed at Duke’s eyes as he read the words.

      Was he reading what he thought?

      At first, he assumed all of this was just a mistake. A spam account.

      But the narrative in these messages fit his fears.

      Fit the idea that maybe Celeste had met someone else in Alaska. That the two of them were secretly seeing each other. That these two were in love behind closed doors.

      What sense would it make? How could she have met someone else who lived up in this area?

      Of course people traveled. It wasn’t as if Fairbanks was simply full of Alaska natives.

      There was more than one military base in the area that brought people here, plus a few colleges. Many scientists—mostly geologists and biologists—also moved to the area for research.

      Duke pressed his eyes closed.

      All his worst fears seemed to be coming to life right now.

      And Duke wasn’t sure if he could read the rest of these messages.

      It seemed like a miracle Matthew had even discovered these.

      This Bobby guy was hiding this relationship, which was probably why he and Celeste/Ella hadn’t used a cell phone to communicate. Those messages might be too obvious, too easily discoverable by anyone they needed to hide their relationship from.

      So they’d set up these secret accounts until they could be together.

      So what about the woman he was corresponding with? Was she using an alias? Or maybe she was only using a different profile picture.

      Duke’s thoughts rushed ahead.

      Celeste had been a traveling nurse. Maybe she’d met this Bobby guy at one of the hospitals where she worked. It seemed like a possibility. The guy had said he was a mind controller. Maybe he was a psychologist.

      A physical ache nearly crushed his heart.

      Duke wasn’t sure he could read the rest of these messages tonight.

      First, he needed to process everything he’d just learned. He did, however, scroll to the bottom just to check the date.

      The last message between these two had been sent just over two years ago . . . the same time Celeste had disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      There was no way Andi could sit in this room tonight and not do anything.

      Not after everything that had happened.

      But she knew the rest of the gang wouldn’t approve of her leaving—not that she needed their permission.

      She simply didn’t want the drama of explaining herself.

      Despite her determination, Gibson’s warning remained fresh in her mind.

      Don’t go anywhere alone.

      The fact that Andi’s room had been targeted didn’t make her feel any better.

      However, she’d learned long ago not to let fear hold her back. Her dad used to say her brazenness would get her killed some day.

      It just might.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight, she would be careful.

      She took a quick shower, needing to feel refreshed. Then she changed into some clean jeans and a thick black sweatshirt. She dried her hair, knowing better than to go out into the cold with it still wet like she might have done back in humid and hot Texas.

      Then she opened her door and looked up and down the hallway.

      The coast was clear, as the saying went.

      Quietly, she crept from her room, coat already pulled over her shoulders and truck keys in hand. As she practically tiptoed down the hallway, tension crept up her spine.

      She glanced beside her and saw those hand-painted portraits.

      Those eyes . . . it was almost as if they were following her.

      Then again, maybe she’d watched too many episodes of Scooby-Doo as a child.

      People didn’t really cut out eye holes in paintings so they could spy on others.

      At least . . . not in her experience.

      Another chill washed over her.

      She reached the end of the hallway and stepped into the quiet lobby.

      Had news of what had happened already spread throughout the hotel guests? Had people left? Between the dead bodies and the crime scene set up in her room, Andi wouldn’t be surprised.

      If these things didn’t stop happening, this place would have more ghost stories to tell before too long. People would come here just to see if they could get any readings on their EMFs.

      Andi hurried toward the front door.

      Just as she reached the door, a voice sounded behind her.

      Andi froze.

      She knew that had seemed too easy.

      She turned and saw Duke standing near the door with his coat in hand.

      “Where are you going?” Duke stepped closer, pulling his jacket over his shoulders.

      She shrugged. “I can’t sleep. Thought I’d take a ride.”

      “A ride, huh? Do you mind if I go with you?” Duke’s gaze locked on hers.

      She swallowed hard. Duke being with her would make everything more complicated. But how could she say no without appearing suspicious?

      Finally, she shrugged again. “I’m not guaranteeing you that what I’m doing is going to be very much fun.”

      “That’s okay.”

      After another moment of contemplation, she nodded toward the front door. “Fine. Come on then.”

      The two of them headed outside, watching their steps so they wouldn’t slip on the icy ground. They reached Andi’s small truck—a gray 1988 Dodge Ram—and climbed inside.

      She needed to let the vehicle heat a moment. As she waited, her phone connected with the vehicle’s Bluetooth—the previous owner had a system installed—and the last podcast she’d been listening to blared through the speakers.

      She quickly twisted the volume down.

      “Still like to listen to those true crime podcasts when you’re driving, huh?” Duke casually stretched his arm across the back of the seat, seeming more laid-back—and melancholy—than he had earlier.

      “I’m not on the road nearly as much, but I do enjoy them.”

      “You miss being an ice road trucker?”

      Andi thought about the question before shaking her head. “It had its exciting moments. But the whole reason I took the job didn’t come to fruition so . . .”

      “What are you doing now?”

      “Cleaning.”

      His eyes widened in surprise. “Really?”

      “At a very strategic office complex. The management of the building has a cleaning contract with an outside company, so Victor probably won’t come across my name on any paperwork.”

      “I see. But you haven’t figured out anything yet? Haven’t found the answers you’ve been seeking?”

      She frowned. “Not yet.”

      Silence stretched a moment.

      Finally, Andi said, “Look, this probably isn’t my place, but I’ve never been one to keep my mouth shut. I know you have your reasons, but I think you not telling the rest of the group about Celeste is ridiculous.”

      There. She’d gotten her opinion out—her Texas accent emerging with each impassioned word. The urge to share it had been bubbling inside her since dinner.

      Now she waited for Duke’s reaction.

      He stared in the distance, his expression placid and unreadable.

      Finally, he said, “Noted.”

      Noted?

      Not the response she’d expected.

      At least he hadn’t denied her words. But he clearly didn’t want to talk about the subject either.

      “Okay. Now that that’s out of my system . . . what were you really doing out in the lobby?” Andi stared at him, not breaking eye contact or letting him off the hook.

      He hadn’t simply been hanging out there, waiting for her to emerge.

      He’d had his coat with him.

      He’d been about to leave also, hadn’t he?

      His gaze darkened. “I was contemplating things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like driving by Bobby Lad’s place.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Really? You have the address?”

      He cast her a rueful expression. “Matthew tracked down the location of the IP address.”

      “Did you look up this Bobby guy online?”

      “I did, but I didn’t find anything.”

      “Did you check the address?” Andi asked.

      “The place is being rented. I wasn’t able to find out the name of the renters, only the owners.”

      Andi thought about it only a second before nodding. “Then we should definitely go check out this place ourselves.”
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      For a moment, Duke felt like an obsessive boyfriend stalking a girlfriend. But he knew that wasn’t the case.

      He simply wanted to get a feel for this Bobby guy. To figure out if he had something to do with Celeste’s disappearance.

      “This beats staying in the hotel room and doing nothing,” Andi said as she snapped her seatbelt in place.

      “Exactly.” Duke was amazed sometimes at how much they thought alike.

      They started down the dark, icy road.

      Andi kept her eyes in front of her as she asked, “So . . . tell me more about this Bobby guy. You said you didn’t find anything about him online?”

      “I don’t think it’s his real name. Matthew sent me those messages he found, however.”

      “And?”

      He gave her a quick recap on what he’d learned.

      Andi let out a low whistle when he finished. “Do you think those messages were really from Celeste?”

      He stared out the window as he thought it over. Maybe the truth was that he hadn’t decided yet what he thought. “I want to say no, but . . . part of me does think it was her.”

      “Did you ever have a gut feeling she was cheating on you?”

      It was an excellent question, one he’d rather not address. But he had nothing to hide. “I can’t say I did. I mean, the two of us were in a long-distance relationship for two years. But I trusted her. She never gave me a reason not to.”

      “And the other question: if Celeste was seeing someone behind your back, did this guy have anything to do with her disappearance?”

      “Exactly.” Duke crossed his arms.

      Somehow, hearing Andi voice that out loud only drove home the reality of the situation. This could be the lead Duke had been looking for . . . only he didn’t want it to be.

      In all the theories he’d put together, Celeste being unfaithful had never been one of them. But he couldn’t afford to be naive right now either.

      Twenty minutes later, he and Andi pulled into a small, dark neighborhood. Bobby’s house was located at the end of a cul-de-sac. A few turns later, Andi pulled to a stop at the curb right before she reached the house.

      Smart thinking. This way they wouldn’t look too suspicious—though Duke suspected in such a small community, someone would definitely notice an out-of-place vehicle.

      She put her Ram in Park, and they waited.

      Duke observed the house in front of him. The place looked average: one story with wood siding painted in a light shade—either white or pale blue. In the dark, it was hard to tell. A gravel driveway entertained a small red truck before leading to a small, one-car garage. Similar houses had been erected up and down the street.

      The house was as middle-class as they came around here.

      Maybe this guy wasn’t a psychologist. He’d most likely have a bigger house if he was.

      Andi grabbed Duke’s arm as the side door near the driveway opened. “Someone’s coming out.”

      Duke’s gaze remained fastened on the house as he watched the door open. Pause. Open some more.

      Finally, a man in his mid-thirties stepped outside with a bag of trash in his hands.

      Bobby Lad. Even in the dark, Duke was certain it was the same man.

      Duke watched as the guy walked to the side of the house and deposited the trash into a bin.

      Then Bobby paused and looked around as if he sensed someone watching.

      Duke and Andi both sank low in the truck, just in case.

      As the man stepped back inside, Duke spotted a shadowy figure waiting for Bobby just beyond the door.

      There was no way for Duke to know if the shadow was a man or woman. He’d only seen a fuzzy black image.

      Who was that?

      Did this Bobby guy have something to do with Celeste’s disappearance? That was the only way Duke could explain those messages he’d read.

      He couldn’t let this drop.

      But he knew better than to march up to the door at this time of night and demand answers. He’d be showing all his cards too easily.

      Or worse, a confrontation like that could get him shot.

      Duke’s jaw tightened.

      No, he needed to do more research and surveillance first.

      He needed to know more about this guy.

      Which meant he’d most likely be making another visit here tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Andi sensed the pain emanating from Duke.

      For that reason, she waited for him to make the next call.

      Their drive-by hadn’t proven to be very successful. But she understood his need to come here. She’d do the same in his shoes.

      The situation . . . it was complicated. Someone could have stolen this guy’s identity and photo and set up a fake account. They could have done the same for Celeste.

      There were still so many unknowns.

      And unknowns could be so hard to contend with. They could haunt your soul and thoughts until your happiness became a mere ghost of what it had once been.

      Finally, Duke pulled his gaze away. But his entire body—even his expression—appeared tense. “We can go. I know you have things you want to do besides this.”

      “Are you sure?” Andi knew how important this was to him. “You don’t want to glance inside or snoop around any?”

      “Not yet. It seems risky. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just not prepared to face the truth.”

      “I understand.” Her voice dipped with compassion.

      He cleared his throat as if determined to switch subjects. “Your turn now.”

      Andi remained on the side of the street. Finding evidence against Victor and nailing him was important to her. It was what she’d dedicated the past six months of her life to—more than that if she counted her time planning out how to execute all of this.

      But she also wanted to help Duke.

      She hesitated.

      “Really, we can go.” Duke offered a definitive nod. “I’ll figure Bobby out a little later. There’s not a lot more I can do tonight.”

      With a nod, Andi put her truck into Drive and turned around.

      Duke was right. It was important to make rational decisions.

      For that reason, she headed toward Victor Goodman’s house.

      She knew he had a house outside Fairbanks. The doorman at the office building had given her the address.

      She’d driven past the place before, but Victor had never been home. But now that she knew he was in town . . .

      Just like driving by Bobby’s house, Andi wasn’t sure what she wanted to prove by spying on Victor. But she needed something, some evidence of the destructive evil he’d left in his path.

      So far, she had nothing to prove he’d killed nine innocent people—probably more.

      But somewhere out there, there was proof, and she was going to find it. She would bring this guy down if it was the last thing she did.

      Duke let out a breath as his gaze remained riveted on the road in front of them. “Have you gotten any more threats lately?”

      Andi paused as she considered what to say. She’d hoped the subject wouldn’t come up.

      But now that it had . . .

      Finally, she shared, “Someone broke into my apartment a couple of weeks ago.”

      “What?” Duke sat up straighter, his gaze focused on her.

      Andi shrugged as if it weren’t a big deal. “He didn’t take anything. He just moved some stuff around, so I’d know someone had been there.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      She shrugged again. “No. Like I said, nothing was missing.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.” Duke visibly bristled, almost acting as if he were her personal bodyguard. “You should have called me.”

      “You have your own life,” she murmured. “I can handle myself.”

      Andi didn’t mention the fact she’d been terrified. In some ways, yes, she could handle herself. Her dad had taught her how to be strong, how to handle a gun, how to stand up for what was right.

      But Andi knew she was dealing with people who held no regard for human life.

      The thought caused her to lose sleep sometimes.

      People like that didn’t play fair. People like that didn’t have a conscience.

      And that made them even more deadly.

      She pulled to a stop in front of Victor’s house. The place was on the outskirts of Fairbanks and huge—at least three stories and modern with black accents and a winding driveway. The area around it was still relatively barren, probably because the place was new construction. Grass hadn’t had time to grow yet.

      Before she could contemplate her next move, Victor and another man stepped from the front door and toward an awaiting sedan. Without so much as a glance toward her truck, they climbed inside and took off down the road.

      “Would you look at that . . .” she murmured.

      “I wonder where he’s going,” Duke said.

      “I plan on finding out.” Her pulse quickened.

      Most people didn’t leave home at this time of night.

      So why had Victor?

      Andi waited several moments before pulling out behind them and following.

      The driver traveled through the city, back toward the downtown area.

      Finally, they pulled to a stop in front of Victor’s office building.

      A moment later, Victor and the other man stepped out. They paused on the sidewalk, their conversation intensifying.

      Andi pulled out her phone and snapped a picture of Victor, the man he was with, and their vehicle. They could come in handy later.

      “No idea who that guy with Victor is?” Duke asked.

      “No idea,” she muttered. “But their conversation looks pretty intense.”

      Strangely enough, none of Victor’s security agents were with him.

      He never went anywhere without them.

      Until now.

      Did that mean Victor had wanted total and complete privacy? It made the most sense to her.

      Andi knew Victor well enough to know he had some type of secret deal up his sleeve. He always did.

      The men talked a few more minutes before splitting. Victor hurried inside, and the man he was with hurried in the opposite direction.

      He was definitely here for a reason—probably chasing after a deal that would bring him more money and power.

      Andi glanced at Duke. “I’m sorry that you came along with me.”

      His eyebrows shot together in confusion. “Why is that?”

      “Because I don’t want to get you into trouble, but I’m going into the office to see if I can find out more information. You’re welcome to go with me, or you can stay here. But I can’t let this opportunity pass.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter twenty-two

          

        

      

    

    
      Alarm raced through Duke as he listened to Andi’s plan.

      Going inside that building to spy on Victor was dangerous—especially if Victor was the one responsible for trying to kill her up in the Arctic Circle.

      Victor would let nothing stand in the way of getting what he wanted.

      And Andi was definitely someone who would stand in his way.

      Duke crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not letting you go in there alone.”

      “You don’t have to go with me.” Andi’s voice sounded steady, truthful. “As I said before, I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

      “If I go on my own free will then I suppose it would only be my fault, wouldn’t it?” He cast her a knowing look. “But certainly, you don’t think you’re going to blend in wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, do you?”

      She glanced down at her clothing. “Doesn’t matter. I have a plan.”

      “What kind of plan?”

      She smiled. “You’ll see.”

      Duke stared at her another moment before slowly nodding. “Okay, then. Let’s go.”

      Her eyebrows flickered as if she were surprised he’d insisted on going in. But she didn’t argue. She knew the timer was ticking.

      Duke climbed out, and they hurried toward the office.

      Andi paused and chatted with the doorman a couple of minutes. Finally, the man let them inside, giving a rueful nod at Duke as if wishing him well.

      “How did you get him to let us in?” Duke whispered once they were out of earshot.

      “He’s a friend. He’s the one who overheard Victor’s address and told me where he lived.”

      “Sounds like a very good friend.” Duke bristled.

      Was that a touch of jealousy in his voice? He had no right to feel that way. None at all.

      “Something like that,” Andi muttered as they hurried across the lobby.

      What did that mean?

      It wasn’t any of Duke’s business.

      Andi could date whoever she wanted.

      So, why did Duke have to keep reminding himself of that?

      He didn’t know. But now wasn’t the time to try and figure it out.

      As they stepped inside the office building, Duke prayed everything would go smoothly.

      But he knew the stakes . . . and he knew who they were dealing with.

      And this seemed like a bad, bad idea.
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        * * *

      

      After explaining her plan and getting ready, Andi stepped out of the bathroom and spotted Duke waiting for her in navy-blue coveralls—borrowed from the employees’ locker room.

      The outfit was a little tight on him and a little short in the legs, but it would do. On the plus side, the arms hugged his biceps . . . which were nice to look at. Very nice.

      Andi shifted her thoughts and presented herself with a flair in her loose khaki pants and black smock.

      “Is that your normal uniform?” Duke looked her up and down.

      She nodded and did a little curtsy. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      A thought seemed to enter his gaze, but Andi wasn’t sure what exactly it was. Nor did Duke offer an explanation. She didn’t ask.

      “Where is Victor’s office?” Duke glanced around as if gathering his bearings.

      “The fifth floor.” Andi kept her voice low so no one would overhear them—not that there was anyone around. But just to be safe.

      “What’s your excuse going to be for going up there?” Duke whispered.

      “The cleaning crew sometimes works at night, especially if there are a lot of extra things to be done. So if anyone asks, I’m doing some deep cleaning because the big boss is in town.”

      “And if Victor runs into you?”

      Andi appreciated all of Duke’s questions, but she was really more of a fly by the seat of your pants type of girl in these situations.

      “I’m going to make sure he doesn’t recognize me.” She tugged on a hat she’d donned, one normally worn by the maintenance staff. But it would work—especially since she’d tucked her hair underneath it in a bun. She glanced back at Duke. “You are going to be caulking around some doorways. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      She grabbed the cleaning trolley she’d already pulled out. Together, she and Duke walked toward the elevator, hit the button, and waited.

      Finally, it arrived, and they stepped inside.

      Andi’s nerves thrummed as they slowly climbed up, up, and up.

      They reached the fifth floor, and the doors opened.

      She braced herself.

      This was showtime—the break Andi had been waiting to catch for months.

      Now she just couldn’t blow it.

      She wasn’t 100 percent sure what she was hoping to find tonight. But maybe she would overhear something. See a face. Catch a hint of what this meeting was about.

      She just needed some kind of proof that Victor was behind those murders.

      If he left a trail of dead bodies back in Texas, it seemed as if he’d probably left a trail other places as well.

      She pushed her cart farther into the hallway and past the unmanned receptionist desk. Lights filled the space on this floor, where the rest of the building appeared to be relatively dark.

      Andi glanced beyond the glass-partitioned walls and saw three men had gathered in a meeting room in the corner.

      Where was Victor? Was he in the room but just out of sight? Or had he stepped out to go somewhere?

      She didn’t like not knowing.

      The good part about these glass walls was that she could see who was in the meeting.

      The bad part was that those people could also see her.

      Which was why she’d need to be subtle.

      She grabbed an oversized artificial tree and placed it in front of her as if it belonged beside the doorway near where she cleaned. The foliage would mostly conceal her and Duke. Her cart was parked against the wall and out of sight as well.

      They should be okay—unless someone walked by.

      Before she began cleaning the windows, she grabbed her phone and opened her camera. Aiming at the men, she zoomed in as much as possible and then snapped a picture. Better to get the photos now just in case she couldn’t get them later.

      She slipped the phone back into her smock and pulled her hat down again.

      This was risky.

      But the reward would be worth the danger if this panned out.

      She began to spray the glass and slowly wipe it. As she did, she strained to hear what the men were saying. She could barely make out the murmur of their voices.

      She needed to get closer.

      Carefully, she picked up the tree and slowly moved it farther down the hallway. She made sure not to make any sudden moves so she wouldn’t draw attention to herself.

      “Andi . . .” Duke mumbled as he gripped his caulk gun.

      “I’ll be careful,” she whispered back.

      Slowly, she set the plant down.

      Then she peered around it again.

      The men didn’t appear to have noticed anything.

      Whatever they were talking about, they were animated. Maybe even heated.

      She took her phone and again, reaching through the leaves of the plant, took another picture, trying to get each of these men’s faces. There was also a board set up with some writing on it, but she couldn’t see the words. Maybe she could blow up the photos, however.

      Just as she put the phone back into her smock, a noise sounded behind her.

      She turned just in time to see Victor stalking toward them from the other side of the hallway.

      Fear pulsed through Andi as she wondered if she’d been made.
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      “What are you two doing here?” a deep voice demanded.

      Duke raised his caulk gun as he addressed Victor. “Good evening. I’m just replacing some dry, cracked caulking.”

      “At this time of night?”

      “It’s better at night when there’s no one around to touch it,” Duke explained. “Besides, we were told that the leader of the company was coming in, so everything needed to be spick-and-span for his arrival.”

      “I am the leader of this company.” Victor practically spit as he said the words. “And I would appreciate some privacy.”

      “My apologies, sir.” Duke offered a slight bow. “Please understand, I was only doing my job.”

      Victor grunted, and then his gaze turned on Andi. But she kept her head lowered, almost appearing frightened.

      “Who is that?”

      “That’s . . . Elsa. She’s from Russia and doesn’t speak much English.” Duke said something in Russian to her, and she nodded meekly before turning back to her cart.

      Victor stared at them another moment as if contemplating whether or not he believed Duke.

      Duke braced himself. Was this the end of the road for them?

      From what Duke knew, Victor wouldn’t think twice about killing anyone who got in his way.

      Duke’s free hand fisted at his side as he braced himself for a fight.

      He wouldn’t go down easily.

      But he still wasn’t sure what Victor was thinking.

      Finally, Victor took a step back. His voice sounded much more composed as he said, “We won’t be needing your services tonight. Please, take the evening off. This can wait till morning.”

      “Of course,” Duke muttered. “Again, we apologize.”

      Without another word, Victor turned on his heel and headed toward the room where the other men were still talking.

      Duke let out a breath. That had been close.

      Victor hadn’t appeared to recognize Andi. Then again, Duke didn’t know what Andi had looked like back in Texas.

      Had she always had that white-blonde hair? The smock she wore concealed her figure, and the hat hid her eyes.

      Maybe Victor had his mind on more important matters.

      But it seemed unfortunate that they’d gone through all this trouble only to walk away from this charade with nothing.

      Duke had been trying to listen to the meeting, but he hadn’t been able to make out any of the conversation in the room. Sure, Andi took some pictures, but he wasn’t sure how much help they would prove either.

      Right now, for the sake of Andi’s safety, they needed to get out of here.

      Andi grabbed her cart and began wheeling it back toward the elevator, her head still bowed.

      “Quick thinking back there,” she whispered. “I didn’t know you spoke Russian. Where’d you learn to do that?”

      “There might be a lot about me that surprises you.”

      “It sounds like it. That was close.”

      “Too close.” Duke gravitated toward her, just wanting to get her out of here.

      Finally, they reached the elevator, and it dinged as if the car had been waiting there for them to make a quick getaway.

      They stepped inside and, as soon as the doors closed, Duke leaned against the wall as relief washed through him.

      He and Andi weren’t out of danger yet. But being away from Victor was a good start.

      Now they just needed to get back to her truck before anything else happened.
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      Andi felt a rush of adrenaline as the elevator headed to the first floor.

      That had been entirely too close. She couldn’t believe that Victor had practically snuck up on them like that.

      Thankfully, he hadn’t seemed to recognize her.

      Once on the ground level, she ditched her smock and cart and changed back into her normal attire as did Duke. Then she and Duke slipped outside to her truck, and she cranked the engine.

      She hadn’t dared to speak of anything while they were in that building.

      It seemed too risky.

      “I’m sorry that all of that was for nothing.” Duke turned toward her, his voice dipping low.

      “For nothing?” She frowned. “I have pictures of the men he was meeting with.”

      “But what will that prove?”

      “If we can figure out who they are, then we can figure out why Victor might be meeting with them.”

      He nodded his head slowly. “It sounds like a start at least. I take it you didn’t recognize any of them.”

      “I didn’t. But Victor is clearly up to something. We just need to figure out what.”

      She pulled her truck onto the road to head back to the hotel.

      They’d need to get some rest tonight if they wanted to get anything done tomorrow.

      But Andi was glad they’d come out tonight.

      She wasn’t sorry she’d seen Bobby.

      She didn’t regret they’d come into the office building and seen Victor either.

      Though no major information had been discovered, both things had been important. Especially since both she and Duke were on a quest for the truth.

      The hotel wasn’t terribly far away—ten or fifteen minutes at the most. But as she glanced behind her in her rearview mirror, the headlights there nearly blinded her.

      “Back off, buddy.” She readjusted her mirror so the glare wouldn’t be in her eyes. “People just have no patience sometimes.”

      Duke glanced over his shoulder and frowned.

      Andi sped up, trying to get this guy off her tail. Even so, this driver could clearly pass her if he wanted to get by her that badly.

      Then the headlights disappeared.

      Andi squinted.

      Where had they gone?

      “Duke . . . I don’t like this.” She glanced in the rearview mirror again. “Where’d he go?”

      She sucked in a breath when she realized this guy hadn’t gone anywhere.

      The driver had crept so close that Andi could no longer see his headlights.

      “Andi . . .” Duke muttered as he grabbed the dash to steady himself. “Look out!”

      The next instant, the driver rammed them.
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      Duke was afraid something like this might happen.

      Now he wished more than anything that he was the one in the driver’s seat.

      Andi’s truck careened across the road as she struggled to maintain control of the vehicle. She had a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel and appeared to be barely breathing.

      Just then, the vehicle hit them again.

      “What in the . . . ?” Duke glanced behind him again.

      This guy wasn’t going to give up.

      “See if you can outrun him,” Duke muttered.

      Andi pressed on the accelerator.

      But the vehicle behind them did the same.

      “Should I turn?” Andi appeared to clench her jaw as they approached an intersection.

      The light was red, but no one else was coming from either direction.

      Thank God.

      “Take a left,” Duke told her.

      She jerked the wheel, and momentum threw him against his door.

      The truck straightened, and Andi pressed the accelerator again.

      They sped forward.

      Duke looked behind them again.

      The truck reappeared.

      More aggressive than before.

      As if the driver was now ticked off . . .

      He struck again.

      This time, they careened toward a mailbox on the corner.
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      Andi felt her heart racing out of control as her truck collided with the metal mailbox.

      She could hardly hear anything over the blood pounding through her ears as they jerked to a sudden stop.

      She snapped back to reality long enough to glance over her shoulder.

      Would the driver of that other vehicle confront them? Finish them off at gunpoint?

      As if to answer her, tires squealed.

      The vehicle zoomed away.

      She craned her neck to see it, trying to pick up on some details.

      It appeared to be a black truck with no visible license plate.

      “Are you okay?” Duke peered at her, worry in his gaze.

      She took a quick inventory of herself before nodding. “I’m fine. You?”

      “I’m okay. That guy was clearly trying to send us a message.”

      “Yes, he was.” Andi shivered and glanced in the direction that the truck had disappeared.

      Duke grabbed his phone. “We should call the police.”

      “I guess so.” Part of her wanted to stop him, but she knew better. They had to report what had just happened.

      Duke made the call.

      When he finished, Andi climbed out.

      Duke followed.

      They circled her truck and studied the damage.

      “It looks like there’s a dent in the front and rear bumpers, and that’s it,” Andi murmured with a frown. “Let me see if my girl, Stormy, will start again.”

      “Stormy?”

      “Every vehicle should have a name.”

      “My SUV doesn’t,” Duke said.

      “Sure, it does.”

      He looked at her. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Your SUV is Gallant.”

      “Gallant?”

      Andi didn’t tell him that had been her nickname for Duke when they’d first met. She’d rather keep him guessing.

      They climbed back inside, and she tried the engine.

      Stormy didn’t start on the first crank. Or the second.

      But on the third try, the old girl purred back to life.

      Andi leaned back in her seat as they waited for the cops to arrive.

      That had been close. Too close.

      Had Victor sent someone after them? Had he recognized her but played it off while in the office?

      She didn’t want to think that was the case. That wasn’t the read she’d gotten on the situation.

      But who else could it be? Bobby?

      He hadn’t seemed to spot them either.

      The questions circled in her head.

      Her friend Stuart Stockton had been killed in a convenience store robbery. But she knew it wasn’t a coincidence—the whole situation had simply been set up to look like he was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Before the police could question the person responsible for the shooting, the man had killed himself.

      Andi suspected Victor was behind both of those things.

      She remembered the hitman Duke had recognized Victor meeting with.

      Had that hitman been hired to put an end to her too?

      She repressed a shudder.

      She knew there was a good chance that was true.

      She really had to be more careful.
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      I usually liked to wait before creating my canvas.

      I liked to get to know my subject.

      To see the various emotions cross her eyes.

      To study her.

      For art’s sake.

      But sometimes that just wasn’t possible.

      My plan only worked at certain times of the year. The ice had to be thin enough to break through, but cold enough to instantly freeze after being broken. It was the only way to accomplish my goal.

      For that reason, a timer mentally ticked in my mind.

      I turned toward the beautiful woman who’d come home with me tonight.

      She was no longer smiling and glowing.

      Now tears ran down from her eyes.

      I’d given her some midazolam to sedate her. One of my old “girlfriends” had been a nurse, and I’d convinced her to bring me some. She complied.

      She’d been my second victim. Mother Earth had yet to release her body. When the time was right, her body would emerge from the depths. Hers as well as the others.

      Until then, I had more work to do.

      My current victim was not being cooperative. But I measured the amount of sedative I gave her so that it should wear off just in time.

      I glanced at my watch. I only had an hour.

      Thankfully, I had two homes. The one where I lived in the city and the country property.

      The country property had a river stretching beside it.

      It was a great place to test and perfect the outcome I desired.

      But I was running out of patience.

      I was already tired of this woman pleading with me to let her go. Making promises she would never keep. I won’t tell anyone who you are or what you’re doing. Just let me go. I’ll pretend this never happened.

      Of course, I didn’t believe her.

      I wasn’t an idiot.

      Now it was time to do what I needed to do.

      The task was risky. But I’d perfected the art. I had a lot of time to play with what I needed to do during the winter when I had to remain dormant like a grizzly bear.

      Now it was time to act.

      “This is going to be fun,” I muttered.

      Then I reached down and picked up the woman. I flung her over my shoulder.

      She was flimsy with weakness.

      But that would change soon.

      I hoped. Usually, adrenaline kicked in just when I needed it to.

      As I stepped outside with her, she shuddered as if she already knew her fate.

      She didn’t.

      But she would soon enough.

      I tramped through the snow until I reached the river, and then I set her down.

      She couldn’t get away. Her wrists and ankles were bound. For now.

      I found a rock and threw it in the river to test it.

      Just as I thought. It was perfect.

      Then I cut away her bonds and took off her gag.

      She looked at me with drowsy eyes.

      “Are you letting me go?” Her words slurred.

      “I am,” I muttered. “But to get away, you have to run across the river. It’s the only way to get to help. If you’re going to run, you must go now before I change my mind. Do you understand?”

      She stared at me as if this was some kind of trick.

      I said nothing.

      The next instant, she pulled herself up on wobbly feet. She looked down and shivered as she soaked in the purple fairy costume I’d put on her.

      It wasn’t much covering for such cold conditions.

      But it was necessary.

      She studied me a second longer.

      Then she scrambled away like a deer running from a predator.

      She ran toward the frozen river. Just as I’d wanted.

      She hesitated only a moment before stepping onto the icy surface.

      Five strides in, the ice cracked.

      She froze.

      Panic filled her gaze as she glanced back.

      Realization hit her.

      She now knew what was coming.

      I smiled.

      The next moment, she plunged into the icy depths.

      I waited, knowing it would only take a few minutes for the ice to begin to form around her.

      Then I would begin the process of retrieving her. The timing had to be just right.

      It was going to be a busy night . . . not just for her, but for me as well.

      I couldn’t wait to get started on my latest project.
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      Duke awoke just as the sun rose at 6:15.

      He had something he wanted to do, but he didn’t want to involve the rest of the group. Andi certainly had enough other things on her plate, especially now that Duke knew Victor Goodman was involved.

      And the rest of the group . . . well, other than Simmy, they didn’t know exactly what was going on in Duke’s life. He wanted to keep it that way. For now, at least.

      Instead, he propped himself up in bed and took a few deep breaths.

      I think you not telling the rest of the group about Celeste is ridiculous.

      Andi’s words slammed back into his mind. Words said with a thick Texas accent.

      He fought a smile.

      That accent always came out when she was fired up about something.

      He wasn’t even sure Andi realized it.

      Duke found it endearing.

      Maybe Andi was right.

      But Duke still wasn’t budging.

      Not yet.

      He took a quick shower and got dressed before quietly opening the door to his room.

      As he slipped out, he looked up.

      Someone leaned against the wall in front of him.

      Andi.

      She was clearly waiting.

      For him.

      She was dressed in jeans, boots, and a pastel flannel shirt.

      Her ashy, white-blonde hair hung straight from beneath her gray stocking cap to her shoulders, and her blue eyes sparkled. Her arms were folded across her chest, and one leg was perched against the wall as she lingered.

      “I thought you were never going to get out here.” She tilted her head to the side.

      He paused, and his hands went to his hips. “Am I missing something? We didn’t set something up last night that I totally blanked out about, did we?”

      “No, of course not.” She turned and began walking beside him toward the lobby. “But I knew what you were going to do this morning. I knew you’d want to go back and look into this Bobby guy. Maybe follow him to work. Get a better read on him. So I made sure I was ready. I couldn’t sleep anyway.”

      Duke nodded slowly, unable to deny that he was impressed. “You think of everything, don’t you?”

      Andi shrugged as if it weren’t a big deal. “That’s kind of my job as an attorney. Or it was. I’m pretty good at looking at all the angles.”

      “And putting together those timelines,” he reminded her with a pointed look.

      She grinned. “Those too.”

      Any humor faded from his voice as reality crashed into his mind. “You’re right. I do want to go by Bobby’s house again. You can come if you really want to. But I’m driving this time.”

      Andi’s grin dissipated some as if she were remembering being run off the road last night. “Probably a good idea.”

      Once they were in his SUV, Duke wanted to ask her about those photos she’d taken of Victor and the other men and if she’d discovered anything new. But he’d wait until they had some privacy.

      They stepped outside and headed toward his SUV, which was parked toward the back of the lot.

      But as they reached his vehicle, he paused.

      What was that on the sidewalk along the road? It was almost easy to miss as the colors—or lack of colors—blended in with the frosty landscape around them. But the glistening object was probably five feet high and a foot or two wide at its largest.

      Whatever it was, Duke was certain it wasn’t there before.

      “Duke?” Andi stared at him.

      He nodded toward the figure. “What do you make of that?”

      She followed his line of sight and grunted.

      Wordlessly, they both began walking toward it.

      They stopped near what appeared to be an ice sculpture that had been left there.

      Fairbanks was known for its ice sculptures. The town even had a museum dedicated to them and hosted an annual art festival featuring them.

      Ice sculptures seemed to be part of the wintery tapestry of this area.

      This particular one showed a woman reaching upward. Her hands clawed at something above her. The details of her expression showed her horror, as if she were trapped. As if she knew death was close. It almost looked like . . .

      Wait . . . was the woman . . . was she posed as if underwater?

      Posed as if she was trapped beneath the frozen surface?

      Duke’s muscles stiffened at the thought.

      Considering the women pulled from the river yesterday, his thoughts were unsettling, to say the least.
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        * * *

      

      Andi tried to contain her terror.

      It was no accident this ice sculpture had been placed in front of the hotel where those frozen women had been found.

      The strangest thing was the likeness of the sculpture to a real person, all the way down to the dimensions and fine details of her eyes, mouth, and hands.

      The sight was eerie.

      As Duke called the police, Andi pulled out her phone. With trembling hands, she snapped a picture. The details of the face were exquisite.

      The sculpture looked like a woman in her twenties with short curly hair and wide eyes.

      But the mouth got to Andi.

      The way the lips were open as if the woman screamed in terror.

      And the hands . . . the fingers curled and buckled as if the woman was trying to claw her way out of some terrible situation.

      A shiver raced down Andi’s spine.

      But she couldn’t tear her eyes away.

      She kept soaking in new details.

      The woman appeared to be wearing a dress, and a wispy one at that. One that came to her knees.

      A fairy costume.

      Duke put his phone away. “Gibson’s on his way.”

      A beat-up Honda Civic pulled into the lot and parked in one of the spaces near the back.

      Leilani climbed out and hurried toward them. “What is this?”

      Her hand covered her mouth as she seemed to realize exactly what she was looking at.

      “It wasn’t here last night when we pulled in.” Andi glanced at the sculpture again. “I’m going to guess it was probably 1:30 or 2:00 a.m. when we got back, right?”

      Duke nodded in confirmation. “This is definitely new. Someone left it here to send a message.”

      “This is just horrible.” Leilani kept staring at the icy creation as if she couldn’t believe her own eyes.

      “Do you have cameras outside your hotel?” Duke turned toward Leilani.

      “We do. Although I’m not sure how much good they’re going to be. I don’t believe they reach all the way to the street. Plus, it was dark, and this wasn’t left underneath the streetlight.”

      She pointed up, and Andi realized Leilani was correct.

      Had the person who’d left this known the cameras didn’t reach all the way out here to the street? Had he known and purposefully placed the sculpture here between the streetlights so he could remain in the shadows?

      That was how it appeared.

      Just then, Gibson pulled onto the scene.

      Maybe he could shed some light onto this situation.

      Andi could only hope that was the case.
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      An hour later, several people had gathered around the sculpture.

      Duke had to wonder if this was exactly what the killer wanted.

      Attention.

      Because if that had been the killer’s primary goal, then he should be very satisfied right now.

      Gibson had initially arrived on the scene and cordoned the area off so no one could get close. Then he’d taken pictures and waited until backup arrived.

      Duke couldn’t help but wonder if this kind of case might even call for FBI involvement. They were clearly dealing with a serial killer.

      “You ever seen anything like this?” Duke asked Gibson as they stood in the parking lot beneath the overcast sky.

      “Can’t say I have.” Gibson continued to stare at the sculpture just like everyone else around them.

      “Do you think . . . ?” Duke couldn’t quite finish his question.

      Gibson’s face hardened. “I can’t be sure. But there’s clearly a connection between this and those women. The timing . . .”

      “It’s uncanny,” Andi added.

      Two other cop cars arrived on the scene.

      Before Gibson went to talk to the other officers, Duke turned toward him. “Is there anything else you need from us?”

      Gibson shook his head. “I don’t think so. If you need to go, then feel free. I already took your statements.”

      Duke and Andi stepped back.

      But before they walked away, one of the other officers said, “This is just like those other four we found back in the fall around town. I thought they were strange back then. But they seem even stranger now.”

      “Duke . . .” Andi whispered beside him.

      She didn’t have to say anything else.

      He knew what she was thinking.

      Those other ice sculptures . . . did they represent the killer’s other victims?

      Duke didn’t want to know.

      But that conclusion was the only thing that made sense.
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        * * *

      

      Andi glanced at Duke, wondering what he would say next.

      Just as she’d guessed, he asked, “What time are we supposed to meet with the rest of the group?”

      “At nine.”

      He glanced at his watch.

      Andi had just done the same except she checked her phone. It was 7:30, which gave them an hour and a half.

      “You still want to go, don’t you?” she asked softly.

      “I do. I know you probably don’t want to leave this scene. But . . .”

      She nodded to his vehicle. “I understand. We need to get moving.”

      Andi saw the visible relief in his eyes.

      Duke led her to his SUV, opened the door to help her inside, and then climbed in himself. A few minutes later, they headed down the road. Duke didn’t even need a GPS.

      He seemed to know exactly where he was headed.

      “I can’t believe that ice sculpture back there,” he started.

      Andi frowned as the image remained in her thoughts. “Me either. Theories want to form in my mind, but I don’t know if I want them to. They’re disturbing, to say the least.”

      Duke winced. “I’ve seen a lot of ugly crimes. But none like this before.”

      “Do you think . . . ?” Andi couldn’t finish her question.

      “Do I think this killer forces his victims under the water where they freeze, and then he somehow manages to pull them out? Do I think he sculpts them, using their poses as inspiration, before dumping them back into the water again?”

      “Yes, that.” Andi’s voice cracked as she said the words.

      “It’s sick.”

      “I can’t imagine the horror those women must have endured.”

      “If you ever fall in the water and lose your orientation, just follow the air bubbles,” Duke said. “They’ll lead you to the surface.”

      “And do it quickly before the surface freezes over, huh?”

      Duke pressed his lips together in a grim line. “Exactly.”

      Duke slowed as they got nearer to Bobby Lad’s neighborhood. But as he pulled up to the house, the truck that had been parked outside yesterday was now gone.

      It appeared Bobby had already left for work.

      Andi fought a frown, not bothering to hide her disappointment. “I’m sorry, Duke.”

      “I’ve been waiting for two years for answers. I live in this area so it’s not like I won’t be able to look for him another time.” He almost sounded resigned.

      “I know. But I also understand how these things can feel urgent sometimes.”

      “I guess it’s better this way,” Duke said.

      “How so?” Andi turned toward him, trying to read his thoughts and figure him out.

      “Maybe I should drop this. Maybe answers will only lead to more heartache.”

      “I don’t want to presume to know you better than I do, but I don’t think you believe that. You’re not going to rest until you have answers.”

      Duke didn’t argue.

      Instead, he let out a sigh and ran his hand over his face. “Nothing else new with you since last night, right? I mean, I assumed there wasn’t since I didn’t hear about anything.”

      She leaned back and frowned. “I was able to make out a few words they’d written on the board, but they didn’t make any sense. Something about Prometheus. What sense does that make?”

      “Prometheus, the Greek god?”

      She shrugged. “I guess.”

      “From what I remember, he was the god of fire and was somehow associated with the creation of mortals.”

      “Sounds ominous.”

      “That was the only word?”

      She nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      “What about the men?”

      “I tried to look up some of their images, but I didn’t have much luck IDing any of them. I’m considering asking Matthew for help.”

      “If you ask him for help, then you might have to share more details, right?”

      She nodded. “I can see the benefit of it. You know what they say about a cord of three strands . . .”

      “It’s not easily broken. Quoting the Bible?”

      “There’s some wisdom in there.”

      Questions lingered in his gaze, but he didn’t ask them.

      Good. It was better that way.

      She didn’t want to explain how God had let her down and made her doubt everything she’d grown up believing.

      Maybe there was underlying meaning in her words.

      Because yesterday she’d had the distinct impression that Duke might be willing to walk away from the Arctic Circle Murder Club and not look back.

      And Andi didn’t want him to do that.

      She didn’t know where his head was. Was he still thinking about quitting?

      She had no way of knowing.

      But she was curious.

      Just then, the garage door opened.

      Wait . . . someone else was home.

      A moment later, a burgundy sedan covered in salty road residue appeared. As the driver backed out, Andi caught a glimpse of a woman with blonde hair through the dusty window.

      She sucked in a breath.

      Blonde hair . . . just like Celeste had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter twenty-eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Duke felt his breath catch.

      Was that . . . ?

      No, it couldn’t be.

      But it almost looked like . . .

      He tried to catch another glimpse of the woman, but her face was too shaded behind the murky glass. He couldn’t make out the details he needed.

      Before he could second-guess himself, he threw his SUV into Drive and slowly eased away from the street.

      “What are you doing?” Andi’s voice pitched higher.

      His grip on the wheel tightened. “I have to know who that is.”

      “Do you think it’s . . . ?” She sounded as if she didn’t want to finish.

      That was because she was thinking the same thing he was.

      “I have to know.” His voice hardened with determination.

      What if all this time Celeste was here? If she was okay, but she just hadn’t given Duke that update?

      Would Celeste really make Duke suffer like that?

      He wanted the answer to be no.

      But now he questioned everything.

      The woman took a right turn out of the neighborhood, and a few turns later she merged onto the highway.

      Duke followed after her, keeping a safe distance. He didn’t want to lose her.

      Yet, as soon as she got on the interstate, she seemed to accelerate at a surprising rate.

      Did she know she was being followed?

      That was almost how it seemed.

      Did this woman know that it was Duke? Did Celeste know it was Duke?

      His throat tightened at the thought.

      “Don’t do anything rash.” Andi’s voice wavered with tension as she seemed to sense his rising emotions.

      He willed himself to ease off the accelerator.

      But if he was going more than ten miles an hour over the speed limit, then this other driver had to be going at least twenty over.

      Celeste would never drive that fast. She was a nurse. She’d seen too many auto accidents.

      It couldn’t be her.

      Yet Duke had to know for sure.

      The sedan veered off at an exit.

      He turned on his signal so he could turn off as well.

      But a car suddenly pulled in front of him and pressed on its brakes.

      Duke laid on the horn.

      “Duke . . .” Andi’s voice held warning—and maybe fear.

      “I can’t lose her.” His husky voice left no room for argument.

      But as he stole a quick glance beside him, he saw Andi looked pale. She grabbed the armrest and the door, bracing herself for the worst.

      He would be careful. He would. He knew how to handle speed.

      But the car in front of them was going so incredibly slow. There was no way to safely get around the vehicle without running off the road, and he couldn’t risk that.

      He watched as the blonde turned left at a yellow traffic light.

      Immediately after, the light turned red.

      The car in front of them stopped.

      Duke’s gaze trailed after the burgundy sedan, trying to take a note of where the driver was going.

      But he lost sight of the vehicle.

      He slammed his hands onto the steering wheel, impatience nearly claiming all his good sense.

      As soon as the light changed, he turned to the left and sped around the slow vehicle. He reached another intersection and tried to figure out which way the sedan had gone.

      He had no idea.

      So he went to the left again.

      As he drove, he searched for the vehicle amidst the stores, shops, and restaurants around him.

      But he didn’t see the car anywhere.

      He hit his palm against the steering wheel again, frustration welling inside him.

      He’d lost that driver.

      And he’d lost his chance to find the answers he needed.
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        * * *

      

      Andi’s heart was still racing when she and Duke arrived back at the hotel.

      Duke had very little to say after they lost the driver. But he was clearly frustrated, and she could understand that.

      They’d been so close to finding answers.

      But it almost seemed as if that other driver knew they were there and was determined to get away from them.

      However, that theory didn’t make sense. She and Duke hadn’t tipped their hands. The woman hadn’t even glanced over at them as she pulled out from the driveway.

      If it was Celeste and if she had known Duke and Andi were there, then she would have probably simply stayed inside, right? That was the only thing that made sense to Andi.

      Unless that woman wasn’t Celeste. Unless that woman had simply noticed the SUV outside her house and then gotten spooked.

      It was too early to draw any conclusions.

      The rest of the team had gathered in the conference room. She and Duke were about ten minutes late.

      Everyone looked up at them in surprise as if waiting for an explanation to their tardiness.

      An explanation? What were they supposed to say?

      That they’d been chasing down Celeste? What sense would that make, especially since none of them except Simmy knew that Duke had a connection to Celeste?

      Andi tried to formulate a good excuse. The ice sculpture made the most sense.

      Had they heard about it yet?

      But before she could start, Duke cleared his throat as he stood at the front of the table. “I have something I need to tell you.”

      He did?

      Andi braced herself for whatever he was about to say.
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      Duke couldn’t continue to keep secrets. He needed to come clean.

      He’d prayed about it all night last night, and he still didn’t want to do this. But he knew he needed to.

      “What’s going on, Duke?” Mariella flipped her blonde hair over her shoulder as she turned all her attention on him.

      “There’s something I should’ve told you that I didn’t, and for that I apologize.” He leaned on the table, a physical ache forming inside him as he started to share his story. “The truth is, Celeste Dawson is my fiancée.”

      “You are Elroy McKay?” Matthew’s lips parted in shock.

      “That’s right. I used my maternal grandfather’s name when I gave the quotes for any articles, mostly because I made a lot of people angry in my days with the CID. I didn’t think using my real name would be beneficial, so I used that one instead.”

      “Wow . . .” Mariella murmured, a knot between her eyes.

      “I know it might sound ridiculous, but when you’ve made the type of people mad that I have, you take certain precautions,” Duke said. “I didn’t want anything to distract me from finding her. It wasn’t quite that easy, however.”

      “I understand why you didn’t tell the media, but why didn’t you tell us?” Ranger seemed to be trying to keep his judgment reined in as he stared at Duke with that skeptical look in his eyes.

      Duke shrugged, the motion tight. “Ever since it happened, people have changed the way they look at me. In the office, I became the guy whose fiancée had disappeared. That one event seemed to define my life, and I didn’t like it. So while I want to find Celeste and I want your help, I didn’t want to be the guy that everyone feels sorry for.”

      “We don’t feel sorry for you.” Simmy’s voice sounded gentle and nurturing as she stared across the table at him. “If anything, we grieve with you. It has to be gut-wrenching to go through something like that.”

      He appreciated her compassion, as well as the sincerity in her words. But he also knew how this revelation would change things—whether people wanted it to or not.

      “I agree with Simmy.” Mariella’s expression softened, and she offered a definitive nod. “This just gives us more incentive to find her and the rest of the women.”

      “I appreciate that.” Duke straightened his back and rose. “But I think we need to focus on this other case right now. It’s practically been handed to us.”

      “You mean because the ice sculpture was placed right outside?” Ranger asked, his eyes still narrowed. “Do you think this guy is toying with us?”

      “It seems like it, doesn’t it?” Duke shrugged.

      Andi stared at him from her place at the table, no doubt wondering exactly what he was thinking. He hadn’t given her a heads-up about this. Probably because he’d been struggling with the reveal right up until the moment he’d decided to share.

      He wasn’t giving up on finding Celeste. He never would.

      In fact, with this morning’s new lead, he planned to do some serious investigating.

      He wasn’t about to leave this up to anyone else.

      Because he only trusted himself to handle this. No one wanted to find Celeste more than he did.

      In the meantime, there seemed to be a more immediate threat to this area.

      In Duke’s estimation, at least four local women had been killed within the past six months. Three had been found in the river and the one whose image was carved in ice was certainly no longer alive.

      Finding this killer before he took someone else needed to be the murder club’s top priority.

      Duke didn’t think anyone at this table would disagree. The immediate threat to life was more important than a past one.
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      Andi could respect Duke’s choice.

      In fact, she was glad he’d finally told everyone the truth. His admission would clear the air quite a bit and help explain his reactions to everyone else, not to mention build trust amongst the team.

      She knew why he’d said what he had. The immediate danger should get priority. But she hated to see him put his own quest for answers on the back burner.

      As she glanced around the table, she saw the understanding on everyone’s faces.

      Duke had made the right choice.

      With that done, he lowered himself into a seat at the table and announced, “We should probably get down to business now.”

      Mariella glanced at each person at the table. “You’re right. We do need to get down to business. If we are going to find answers, then we need a plan. Let’s brainstorm some ideas about where we should go next with this investigation. And remember: there are no bad ideas when brainstorming.”

      Andi didn’t want to roll her eyes, and she hoped she didn’t. But sometimes she thought Mariella was in over her head.

      The former beauty and travel influencer was new to the world of true crime. Sure, Mariella enjoyed true crime podcasts and TV shows. But she had no experience with investigations—other than looking into the right kind of makeup to wear or best places to travel.

      That was probably why Mariella had chosen to do most of the social media aspects for the group instead of the down and dirty investigating.

      Andi figured it was better that way. But Mariella’s naivety could prove to be a detriment.

      She hoped that wasn’t the case.

      “I feel like we need to look through other missing person reports from this area and look for other women who fit the MO of this killer.” Ranger’s stony gaze met Mariella’s.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Andi added.

      “And maybe we could ask around area businesses to see if any of their security cameras picked up this guy leaving the sculpture in front of the hotel,” Matthew said. “It might be a long shot, but it could pay off in a big way if we find something.”

      “I’m sure the police have already done that.” Duke shrugged as if not trying to sound too aggressive.

      “But sometimes people might like to talk to ordinary everyday people like us instead of the police,” Matthew added. “You never know.”

      “You could be right,” Duke said. “It’s worth looking into.”

      “I think we should try to find out who is capable of creating an ice sculpture like that.” Andi tapped her ink pen against the table as she addressed everyone. “It takes a certain kind of skill, and not just anyone can do it. Maybe this artist even has some type of distinct ability that’s his signature. I really feel like that is worth investigating.”

      “I know someone who could help with that.” Ranger raised his chin, his expression not giving any of his thoughts away.

      “Who’s that?” Duke asked.

      Ranger shrugged nonchalantly. “A guy I met a few years ago through a mutual friend.”

      “Can you tell us a little bit about this guy?” Mariella prodded.

      “His name is Hans Belinsky, and he does some of the ice sculptures around town for special events. He should be able to answer any questions for us. The good news is that he lives in the apartment building next door.”

      Andi raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

      Was that a coincidence? She was inclined to think it wasn’t.

      Andi let that thought settle.

      Now they just needed to figure out who would do what so they could split up to get things done.
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      Duke didn’t like the fact that Ranger was working with Andi and not him. Instead, Duke and Simmy would be partners today.

      Nothing against Simmy. Duke liked her. She seemed like the older sister he never had.

      But after everything that had happened with Andi, someone needed to keep an eye on her. Ranger seemed capable, but there was something about him Duke couldn’t put his finger on. Whatever it was, the feeling bothered Duke.

      They’d decided that Ranger and Andi would go talk to Hans, the ice sculptor. Ranger seemed to have the connections, but the big guy could use some of Andi’s people skills. Maybe she’d teach him a thing or two about being diplomatic while they were out.

      Matthew would work his magic on the computer by searching missing person reports to see if any of the women who’d disappeared from this area matched the ice sculpture. While he did that, Mariella would work on the podcast itself.

      That left Duke and Simmy to check out this security camera footage. They were going to start by talking with the guy in the hotel’s security office. Andi had said his name was Kip.

      Everyone had their role.

      Sometimes Duke still wasn’t sure how exactly this investigative podcast venture was going to work out. But he kept reminding himself to give the effort a chance.

      Before dismissing, Mariella handed everyone a bag lunch. They’d need to eat on their own time, it appeared. That was fine by him. He’d save his for later.

      Right now, he and Simmy started down the hallway toward Kip’s office.

      “I’m glad you shared the truth back there.” Simmy slowed her steps as if she wanted a little time to talk.

      Duke shrugged and matched her pace. “I figured it was only fair. You guys gave up your time to come here. I don’t want to be responsible for wasting it.”

      She paused and placed a hand on his arm. “I want you to find answers about Celeste, Duke. I think we can help.”

      He swallowed hard when he saw the concern and sincerity in her gaze. “So do I. But this next step is one I should take myself.”

      Simmy stared at him another moment appearing as if she wanted to ask more questions. Finally, she nodded and stepped back. “I understand your need for privacy. But don’t be afraid to ask for help if you need it. We all need support sometimes, no matter how strong we think we are.”

      Relief filled him. He was so glad that Simmy hadn’t pushed. Because that was the last thing he needed right now.

      Instead, they began walking again. They paused in front of Kip’s office and knocked.

      A moment later, the door cracked open, and a guy with trendy glasses and curly hair stared back at them. “Can I help you?”

      “We were hoping we could ask you a couple of questions,” Duke started.

      “Who are you?” The man narrowed his eyes as if cautious.

      “I’m sorry.” Simmy stepped closer as if intervening. “We’re investigators.”

      Kip’s eyes widened. “What? Oh, are you those true crime podcasters who are staying here? I heard about them. I mean . . . you. I heard about you. I love true crime podcasts. Listen to them all the time.”

      Good. They had a fan. They needed to use that to their advantage.

      “That’s us.” Duke offered a friendly smile. “We’re trying to figure out what’s going on here at the Grayling.”

      His eyes widened. “It’s crazy, isn’t it?”

      “More than crazy.” Simmy leaned closer as if sharing a secret. “It’s scary.”

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to talk to anyone except official investigators.” Kip glanced around as if looking for anyone nearby who might report him.

      “You don’t have to talk to us officially.” Simmy shrugged and left a shoulder raised in a nonassertive manner. “Maybe you could just answer a few questions casually.”

      He glanced back and forth again, clearly nervous yet also curious. “What kind of questions?”

      “Did the cameras outside the hotel pick up on whoever left that ice sculpture this morning?” Duke rushed before the man changed his mind.

      Kip frowned as if he took his job very seriously. “No. I thought they might, and I’ve zoomed in at every angle. But it was too dark on the street. There were a few glimmers, like maybe when light from the hotel hit the trim of a vehicle and reflected it for only a few seconds. Anyway, I gave a copy of that video to the police so maybe their guys could enhance it. But I couldn’t do anything with it.”

      “That’s a shame.” Duke wasn’t surprised, but he’d been hopeful.

      Kip nodded. “I know. I’ve been working here for five years now, and we’ve never had this much excitement. Sometimes we have a theft or a robbery here and there. But nothing like this.”

      “Do you know if any of the other establishments close by have security cameras?” Duke tried to stay on subject. He needed to know what this guy knew.

      Kip shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you. I imagine the apartment building next door would have something. But again, the challenge you’re going to run into is the fact that the ice sculpture was left in a dark, shadowy place. It’s going to be hard to make out anything even if there is video footage. Whoever is behind this is smart and knows what he or she is doing.”

      “Unfortunately, I think you’re right.” Duke fought a frown. “Thank you for your help. And if you remember anything . . .”

      Kip nodded. “I’m not sure what I’m legally able to share with you. But I want you to catch the person who’s doing this. It’s got everybody here on staff shaken up. We’re all glancing over our shoulders. Walking each other to our cars after work. Checking on people if we haven’t heard from them. It’s not cool.”

      “You should keep those precautions, just to be safe,” Duke said. “But it is strange that this all seems to center around the hotel.”

      “Maybe that’s because some people believe it’s haunted.” Kip shrugged and stared at them as if waiting for their responses.

      Had the statement been for shock value? Most likely.

      “Haunted?” Curiosity filled Simmy’s voice. “Why do you say that?”

      “This place is more than a hundred years old. It’s been renovated several times, but it still retains some of that old-world charm. Think about it. At the beginning of the nineteenth century was when gold prospectors flooded into this area. It was when the Good Time Girls were around, and this place was practically the Wild West.”

      “Good Time Girls?” Simmy tilted her head. “I’m not familiar with that term.”

      “Yeah . . . you know. The prostitutes.” Kip shrugged. “There were all kinds of things going on in this area, and this hotel was at the heart of it. Some people say there are even secret passageways beneath the hotel that people used to sneak in and out of this place. Never found one myself, but I’ve looked.”

      “Interesting . . .” Simmy murmured.

      Interesting or disturbing? That was the real question.

      “Maybe we should interview you for the podcast,” Duke murmured.

      Kip’s eyes lit. “Anything I can do, just let me know.”

      Duke thanked Kip and stepped back.

      The man had certainly given them something to think about.

      Unfortunately, most of what he had to say, while interesting, wasn’t especially helpful.
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        * * *

      

      Andi felt a thrum of excitement inside her as she and Ranger stood outside of Hans Belinsky’s door. Ranger had called the man to make sure it was okay to stop by, and he’d explained what they were doing.

      Hans had agreed to meet with them.

      Ranger had said very little on the short walk to the apartment building. But that was okay. He was a man of few words.

      However, Andi was curious about Ranger’s background. What had happened in his life to lead him to the point he was at today? Had he always been such a loner? Such an outdoorsman?

      Had he ever been married? Did he have children?

      Back at the trading post in the Arctic Circle, Andi had caught him looking at a photo of a girl who’d probably been eight years old. Was that his daughter?

      Whoever she was, the girl had to be special to Ranger if he carried her picture around with him. But Ranger wasn’t the type who’d appreciate those kinds of personal questions, so Andi kept quiet. No need to push her luck.

      Ranger knocked at the door and, a moment later, it opened.

      The man standing there had plentiful white hair covering half his face and a nearly bald head. His skin was wrinkled as if he’d spent a lot of time in the sun in his younger days—but those wrinkles showed character, as did his twinkling eyes.

      “If it isn’t Ranger Garrett.” He shook his head as he observed Ranger with a smile.

      The next instant, he pulled Ranger into a bear hug.

      Andi had never seen anyone hug Ranger. Nor had she seen Ranger hug anyone.

      It was quite the sight.

      In fact, Ranger’s face seemed to come alive when he saw his friend.

      “Come on in, come on in.” Hans motioned for them to step inside the apartment before observing Andi. “And who is your friend here?”

      “I’m Andi.” She extended her hand and plastered on a friendly smile. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Hans. Pleasure to have you here. Can I fix you some tea or coffee?”

      “Some tea would be nice,” Ranger said. “Anything you’ve got will be good. Plain. No sugar or any of that gunk.”

      “Very well.” Hans looked at her. “And how about you, young lady?”

      “I’ll have whatever is easy. If you already have coffee made, then I’ll take that.”

      “I do indeed have some coffee ready. And do you like all of that gunk,” he cast a twinkling smile at Ranger, “in your coffee?”

      “I do like sugar and cream if you have it. But it’s okay if you don’t.”

      “Coming right up.”

      As Hans fixed the drinks for them, Andi glanced around the man’s apartment. It was nothing fancy, but he did have what appeared to be local handcrafted goods—a macrame wall hanging, some handmade clay pots with live plants in them, and some framed photographs of Alaska.

      Overall, it was a nice look—and one that showed his artistic side.

      A few minutes later, they were all seated around his coffee table with their drinks in hand.

      Hans looked up to address them. “Now, how can I help? Ranger, you said something about an investigation?”

      Ranger shifted. “That’s right—it’s for a podcast. I’m sure you heard about the ice sculpture found outside Graylings.”

      His face turned grim. “I did. That’s creepy if I’ve ever seen creepy.”

      “Did you take a look at the sculpture?” Ranger asked.

      Hans shook his head, something close to disappointment in his gaze. “No, I did not. Part of me wishes I’d been able to see it a little closer. But I suppose that’s just morbid curiosity. Besides, the police had covered it by the time I heard about it. Then I saw them carrying it away a couple hours later.”

      “Would you like to see what it looked like?” Andi hesitated, pursing her lips as she realized how her question sounded.

      Hans raised his shaggy eyebrows. “You have a photo?”

      Andi nodded and pulled the picture up on her phone. “You’re right, it does sound morbid. But documenting it seemed important at the time since I might not be able to see it again.”

      He reached for her phone, slipped on some reading glasses from his shirt pocket, and studied the photo. He let out the appropriate grunts and head shakes as he glanced at it.

      “Exquisite work.”

      “You think?” Andi said. “Listen, could I record part of this for our podcast? We’ll only use what you give us permission to put on the air, but we could really use an expert’s opinion on ice sculpting given this new twist in the case.”

      “Go ahead.” Hans nodded but visibly tensed—as most people did when they knew they were being recorded. It could make the calmest person nervous.

      “How long would it take to create a sculpture like this?” Ranger took a sip of his tea and leaned back.

      Hans pulled his lips down in thought. “Hard to say. Some artists can whip these up in a couple of hours. This one has a lot of detail, so I’d guess longer. It really depends on the skill level. Some artists even use molds.”

      “Molds?” Andi’s throat burned as the word left her lips.

      “That’s right. They create the mold then fill them with water and let them freeze. Then they take the mold off and add some fine details. It shaves a lot of time off the process.”

      Andi shivered at the thought of someone doing that to a frozen person. Was that even possible?

      Part of her didn’t want to think about it.

      “I’m assuming a sculpture like this would have to weigh a lot,” Andi continued. “And transporting it wouldn’t be easy.”

      “Think about it—a gallon of water weights eight pounds. So some of these creations weigh close to a ton. Heavy machinery is needed.” Hans glanced at the picture again. “This one I’d guess weighs at least three hundred pounds—a lot for one person unless they had the right tools. A hand truck might work.”

      Andi leaned closer. “Tell me, do you recognize this work? Is there something about it that clues you in on who the artist might be?”

      He squinted again as he studied the photo some more. “What I have to say next should be off the record.”

      “Of course.” Andi turned off the recorder.

      Hans let out a long breath. “It’s really hard to say for sure, but there’s only one person I can think of who could do as good a job as this.”

      Andi’s lungs tightened as she waited to hear what he would say. “And who is that?”

      “A young man—I think he’s in his thirties—and his name is Theodore Haines.”

      “What makes you think that he might have made this sculpture?” Ranger took a sip of his tea and waited patiently for Hans’ answer.

      Hans shrugged. “I can’t say for sure that Theodore created it, of course. I don’t see him as the type who’d ever harm anybody. In fact, he seems like a good person. But he has a real eye for detail. Maybe someone coerced him into doing this.”

      Now that was something Andi hadn’t considered yet. But he had a good point.

      “Do you know where we can find this guy?” Andi asked.

      Hans’ gaze locked with hers. “As a matter of fact, I do.”
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      An hour and a half after the group split, they came back together in the conference room to share what they’d learned.

      Duke, for one, hadn’t learned that much. He and Simmy had talked to Kip, and afterward they’d gone to visit several local businesses near the hotel to ask if they had video surveillance of the area. Though some did, management hadn’t been willing to show Duke and Simmy. They had, however, already given that information to the cops. That was reassuring, at least.

      Either way, Duke and Andi could cross those items off their list, so they didn’t have to wonder if they’d missed something or forgotten to cover a base.

      Duke really hoped the other teams had more success.

      After Simmy shared their update with the rest of the group, Andi shared what Hans had told them. She said she’d like to check out this Theodore guy, and they had an address where they could find him.

      Then they all turned to Matthew and Mariella.

      “Well, I have good news.” Matthew perked. “I think I may know the name of this girl who was carved in ice.”

      That could be good news—although good seemed to be a relative term right now.

      “Who?” Andi’s voice lilted. “What’s her name?”

      “A twenty-two-year-old woman named Gabriella Aries disappeared from Fairbanks back in February. Quite honestly, no one really even looked for her. She was another loner.”

      “Do you have a picture of her?” Simmy crossed her arms and frowned, clearly bothered by the thought.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” Matthew typed a few things on his keyboard and then turned the computer screen to face them.

      Duke’s lungs tightened.

      The woman was a spitting image of the sculpture.

      “Do you think the police have discovered this yet?” Andi’s voice sounded thin as she stared at the image on the computer.

      “That’s a good question.” Matthew drew his lips into a tight line before shaking his head. “And one I cannot answer.”

      “What else do you know about her?” Duke asked.

      “She grew up in foster care,” Matthew continued to read from his screen. “After high school, her foster parents kicked her out. Said it would be good for her to be on her own. She got a job as a waitress but still had trouble making ends meet. She dated a few guys on and off.”

      “How did you find all of that out?” Duke narrowed his eyes with thought.

      “I just read her social media posts—posts that stopped in January,” Matthew said. “No one reported her missing until the next month.”

      Andi cleared her throat and hesitated, almost as if she didn’t want to ask her next question.

      She did anyway.

      “When we look at this guy’s pattern, we can assume he’s killed at least four women. Maybe more. When we consider that, then we should also consider the idea that he might have other victims—including the possibility that he could have someone in captivity right now.”

      “I say that’s a really good possibility.” Duke sounded sorrowful.

      “If he’s got another woman, and she’s still alive, that means we have an even greater reason for trying to find the killer.” Simmy’s gaze hardened with determination. “We have to find answers . . . and save whoever it is he might have now.”

      “I agree.” Duke straightened as he prepared to act. “So let’s figure out what we’re going to do next.”
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        * * *

      

      This time, Andi and Duke had been teamed up to work together—which Andi was grateful for.

      Any footwork involving possible danger automatically went to Duke since he had law enforcement training. Andi had volunteered to help him—because that sure beat doing research on a computer.

      The two of them climbed in his SUV to pay Theodore a visit.

      While they did that, Mariella would continue to work on the podcast, and Matthew would research online.

      Meanwhile, the police had just released the name of the third victim pulled out of the icy river.

      Evangeline Laden.

      Ranger and Simmy were going to look into her background and see what they could find out.

      “You sure you’re up for talking to this guy?” Duke glanced at Andi as they headed down the road.

      “I’m more than up for it,” Andi said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      He threw her a look that was half amused, half weary.

      A few minutes later, they pulled up to Theodore Haines’ cabin. The man shouldn’t be expecting them—Duke had said he wanted the element of surprise.

      Andi understood where he was coming from. Not giving the man a heads-up gave the guy less time to formulate excuses.

      She was halfway surprised the police weren’t here.

      Or maybe they had been here and had already left.

      But certainly, if they’d done any footwork, Theodore was a lead they’d want to follow.

      She observed the man’s house a moment. The place was a cabin—it looked rather old with its rough-hewn wood—that was located on the Chena River east of Fairbanks. There was nothing remarkable about it outside, maybe because snow still covered everything around it or maybe because Theodore was a bachelor. Hard to say.

      Just as Mariella had instructed, Andi turned on the GoPro she wore on her chest, and then she and Duke climbed the steps to Theodore’s porch. Snow and ice crunched beneath them as the boards seemed to bend under their weight.

      Duke didn’t hesitate to knock on the door.

      They waited only a few minutes before someone answered.

      A man stood there. He was probably in his thirties and tall—really tall. Extra thin also. His long but clean and shiny beard seemed the fit his cultured lumberjack vibe.

      But did a lumberjack vibe fit the description they’d heard of Susanna’s boyfriend, Jerry?

      Not really.

      “What do you want?” The man’s voice sounded gruff and surprisingly deep as he scowled at them.

      “We’re looking for Theodore Haines,” Duke said.

      He glanced back and forth between them. “You the police?”

      “Nope,” Duke said. “I’m Duke, and this is Andi. We’re independent investigators, and we just have a few questions about ice sculptures we were hoping you’d answer.”

      “If this is about that sculpture that was found in Fairbanks today, it wasn’t mine.” Theodore’s gaze hardened as if he were growing irritated.

      “So you’ve heard about the sculpture?” Duke tilted his head as he waited for his response.

      “Hasn’t everybody? It’s been the talk of the town. I’ve already gotten three phone calls.”

      “Someone told us that the piece looked like your handiwork. What do you have to say about that?” Andi decided not to pull any punches.

      She carefully glanced down at her jacket, making sure it wasn’t obstructing the camera lens.

      Part of her wanted to tell the man she was recording him.

      But this guy wasn’t going to respond well if he found out they were doing a podcast.

      It was a moral dilemma she’d need to deal with later.

      The need for justice versus the right of privacy. The concept of innocent until proven guilty.

      There were so many issues at stake right now.

      If they used this video, they’d need to blur his face. Change his name.

      Andi would figure that out later. Right now, she simply wanted information.

      “I haven’t seen the sculpture for myself so I cannot attest if that’s true,” Theodore said. “It may or may not look like my handiwork. But I can most assuredly tell you that it was not my creation. That I did not carve a sculpture of a woman struggling beneath frozen water. I prefer to create things of beauty that stir the imagination. That piece of ‘artwork’ that was left on the sidewalk? It’s something that belongs in a horror movie.”

      Andi couldn’t argue with that.

      “Do you know who might have sculpted it?” Duke asked.

      Theodore remained quiet a moment before shrugging. “No. I’m sorry, but I don’t.”

      Duke shifted. “Just out of curiosity, do you have an alibi for last night?”

      Theodore’s nostrils flared. “As a matter of fact, I was home alone. It’s where I like to spend most of my time. I’m an artist, and if I’m not alone then I cannot create. Unfortunately for me in this situation, that could possibly work to my detriment.”

      “Is there anyone else—” But before Andi could finish her sentence, Theodore stepped back into his cabin.

      “I have nothing more to say.” Then he slammed the door.

      Artistic and temperamental. Often, those things went hand in hand.

      Andi and Duke glanced at each other.

      This visit hadn’t necessarily been fruitful.

      In fact, this whole investigation seemed to be moving at a snail’s pace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter thirty-two

          

        

      

    

    
      As Duke and Andi walked back to his SUV, he wished they’d gotten more from that conversation than they did.

      The man was definitely acting squirrely.

      “Hey,” Andi murmured as she paused at the edge of the driveway.

      Duke glanced at her and saw her nod toward the river. What did she see back there?

      He looked at the house once more—curious if Theodore was watching them—before following her through the trees until they reached the back of the property.

      Something in the distance caught his eye.

      Five blocks of ice lined the shoreline.

      Had they been pulled from the river?

      They reached the ice, and Andi paused by one of the larger blocks. It was probably five feet by three feet.

      Some machinery had been set up behind the trees, probably to help pull the ice from the river.

      Duke’s muscles tightened with everything new he saw.

      On one hand, he shouldn’t be surprised. Theodore was an ice sculptor. Blocks of ice were his medium.

      But given everything that had happened . . . they needed to remain cautious.

      Andi leaned closer to one of the blocks and let out a grunt.

      “What is it?” Duke asked.

      “Is it just me or . . . is that a piece of clothing frozen in this block of ice?”

      He leaned closer and sucked in a breath.

      She was absolutely correct.

      A piece of pink clothing—a shirt, perhaps—rested just beneath the surface.

      At that revelation, a footstep crunched in the snow behind them.
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        * * *

      

      Duke turned, ready to reach for his gun.

      Instead, he saw Gibson stepping through the trees.

      “I thought I saw someone back here when I pulled up.” He paused in front of them. “What are you guys doing out here? On second thought, don’t answer that. I know what you were doing out here. You were questioning one of my suspects.”

      “We were just having a conversation,” Andi said.

      Gibson narrowed his eyes. “I know you guys are trying to find answers. But you can’t do anything that’s going to impede my official investigation. This is serious. Everyone in the city is on edge. It appears that Fairbanks may have its first serial killer since the eighties.”

      “We’re not doing anything to mess up your investigation,” Andi said the words with the utmost confidence.

      Gibson ignored her and gave Duke a look. “You should know better.”

      More tension crept up Duke’s spine. “If I’d thought that talking to Theodore might put this investigation in jeopardy, then I wouldn’t have done it. I just wanted to have a conversation with him to see what he knew.”

      “And?” Gibson stared at them.

      “Take a look at this.” Andi pointed at the block of ice.

      Gibson leaned closer. “Is that . . . ?”

      “A piece of clothing in the ice?” Andi raised her eyebrows. “Why, yes, it is.”

      He let out a grunt and then pulled out his radio.

      Then he turned back toward them. “Just between us, it turns out that sculpture we found earlier . . . the water was river water.”

      Duke narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out where he was going with this. “Is that unusual?”

      “Most artists like to use pure water so it’s clearer. In this sculpture, you can tell by the impurities, clouding, and gasses that the ice came from a natural source. We’re checking right now to see if we can identify what river.”

      “This could be your guy,” Andi murmured as she glanced back at the cabin.

      Gibson didn’t argue.

      Maybe they had their first real lead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter thirty-three

          

        

      

    

    
      Andi and Duke waited in the driveway as officers searched Theodore’s house.

      What would they find inside?

      Another victim? Some type of sick lair he considered his “studio” where he did his dirty work?

      Was this the lead they’d been looking for?

      She tried not to be impatient. But how could she not be?

      This was big.

      “What I wouldn’t give to be inside there . . .” Andi muttered as she crossed her arms.

      “Maybe you don’t want to be inside,” Duke said. “Some of those images . . . they’ll stick with you forever.”

      Andi frowned at his words. She couldn’t argue. He was right.

      Once you saw something, you couldn’t unsee it.

      Those ice sculptures were enough to give her nightmares for a lifetime.

      Maybe she was meant to fight her battles in the courtroom and not on the field.

      Yet she was banned from being a lawyer, and this was where life had taken her.

      Her thoughts swirled inside her.

      Finally, Gibson stepped from the house. Andi tried to read his face, but she couldn’t.

      Had he found something?

      She straightened as he strode toward them, his jaw hard.

      “There’s nothing,” he announced.

      Andi felt her shoulders sag. “What?”

      He nodded to confirm what he’d said. “There’s no evidence in his house that any women have been there. We searched the whole place.”

      “But . . .” She glanced back at the block of ice with the clothing in it.

      “It could be a coincidence,” Gibson reminded her.

      Sure, maybe it could be. But it had felt like they were so close to finding answers . . .

      Where should they look next?
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        * * *

      

      Andi wanted to stick around longer to see if the police found anything else—maybe a stray hair or any other clue that Theodore was guilty besides a dead body or a sick ice sculpture.

      But Gibson had told them to go—and he’d sounded serious.

      Since the rest of the gang was waiting to eat with them, she and Duke did just that. They left, knowing Gibson would give them an update later.

      But Andi couldn’t stop thinking everything through as she and Duke headed back to the hotel.

      “What do all these women have in common?” she murmured absently as she stared out the window.

      “That’s a great question. None of them seem to have any true connections in the area—no support system or family. However, that seems to be the case for a lot of victims of serial killers or even people involved with human trafficking. These criminals tend to look for women who won’t be missed.” Duke said the words matter-of-factly, speaking from years of experience.

      “Do you think this could have something to do with human trafficking?” Andi had considered that possibility for the Missing Women of Dalton Highway also.

      That theory made the most sense.

      “My gut says that’s not what it is,” Duke said. “I think this guy is even more twisted than that if that’s possible.”

      Andi agreed. Maybe if these were missing women who’d just been dumped in the river, it could be human trafficking. But those ice sculptures took this to an entirely different level.

      Then there was another question on her mind. “Do you really think Theodore could be our guy?”

      A frown tugged at Duke’s lips. “It’s looking like it more and more.”

      She leaned back in the seat and stared at the snow-covered highway around her. “So what do we do now?”

      It seemed so anti-climactic to wait and do nothing. Or to just talk about things even.

      That might be fine for some people. To sit behind a computer and research or do whatever. Andi, however, liked being out on the field. She liked talking to people. Seeing places for herself. Getting a feel for certain areas.

      “We should check in with everyone else and see what they found out.” Duke let out a sigh as he finished his statement. “I think we should keep looking for answers, just in case Theodore turns out to be innocent.”

      Andi had known that was what he’d say. It made the most sense to keep looking in case there might be another victim out there.

      But what she really wanted was to be in the middle of the action, to watch everything unfold.

      Instead, she’d be a team player and head back.

      On the bright side, maybe someone else had discovered something new.
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      Duke and Andi arrived back at the hotel parking lot and immediately went to the restaurant next door to meet the others for dinner.

      Duke was still processing everything, and he hoped some food might make him feel more settled. John was their waiter again, and he took up at least fifteen minutes of their time asking questions about their case and if they’d learned anything.

      He did add that he’d told all his friends to tune in, and he couldn’t wait to hear their next episode.

      Was this what it was like to have fans?

      Duke wasn’t sure what he thought of it.

      As soon as they’d all ordered and gotten their drinks, Mariella jumped in without any small talk. “There’s already been growing interest in this podcast. I did a teaser last night, and we have three sponsors lined up willing to give us money if we advertise their products.”

      “Do we really need sponsors?” Ranger narrowed his eyes as if money would compromise the integrity of what they were doing.

      “That’s the only way to make a podcast profitable. Maybe for some of you who are working other jobs that doesn’t make a difference. But for me and Matthew, who want to make a living doing this, it makes a huge impact on . . . well, everything. Rent. Groceries. Gas. You know, life costs money.”

      “I understand.” Ranger remained stiff. “Although I’m still not certain I love the idea.”

      “I think once you get a paycheck, you’ll get used to it pretty quickly.” Mariella gave him a pointed look. “Anyway . . . I’ve been working on outlining this whole process and figuring what kind of interviews we need to do and brainstorming how we can possibly break up this podcast into episodes. I feel like we should follow in Craig’s footsteps and instead of doing all of our investigating and then recording the podcast, I think we should go week by week. Listeners really seemed to love that.”

      “We’ll need to add some disclaimers.” Andi swirled the ice in her glass of lemonade.

      “Of course.”

      “And legally, we can’t use a suspect’s name unless this person has been formally charged by the police,” Andi continued. “However, we could give him a pseudonym. Whatever we decide, we don’t want to be reckless.”

      Mariella stared at Andi. “Don’t you sound knowledgeable?”

      Andi swallowed hard and shrugged. “I listen to enough podcasts to hear the disclaimers given before the show starts. I just thought it would be a good reminder.”

      “Maybe you could help me come up with that disclaimer.”

      “I’d love to.” Andi forced a tight smile.

      She’d encouraged Duke to come clean and tell the group the truth. Yet here she was staying quiet also.

      Perhaps the ultimate act of hypocrisy.

      But she was dealing with dangerous men. It was better if she didn’t advertise her old life.

      Besides, that knowledge didn’t really affect the rest of them. Not yet.

      Not like Duke and Celeste’s background did.

      Still, Andi’s old lawyering ways were starting to emerge. Duke knew she missed those aspects of her life. Being an attorney was no doubt something she’d lived and breathed.

      It seemed like a shame she’d been disbarred.

      He was still curious about everything involved in the suspension of her license. But Duke figured that when Andi was ready, she’d share.

      Mariella shifted, still appearing bothered. “Okay, let’s talk about our other updates in the meantime.”

      “We didn’t find out much about Evangeline,” Simmy said. “She fits the right age as the other women, she was down on her luck and lonely, and she disappeared back in September. We tried to find a roommate or family member or friend to talk to, but we had no luck.”

      “That’s too bad,” Mariella said.

      Before Duke and Andi could say anything, Matthew jumped in. “I found pictures of those other sculptures that were left around town earlier in the year.”

      “That’s good news.” Simmy nodded encouragingly.

      But Matthew’s face turned grim. “Not all the images match the dead women.”

      Duke’s stomach churned.

      It was just as he feared.

      That meant there were more victims out there.
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        * * *

      

      For the rest of dinner, they talked technicalities: about the different interviews that needed to take place, about who would do what, about deadlines.

      This was the side of things Andi wasn’t sure she loved. She felt passionate about investigating. She adored justice. Those things got her blood racing and lit a fire inside her.

      But now they were done eating, they needed to put together everything they were uncovering and present it to eager listeners.

      Thankfully, this was Mariella’s specialty—Matthew’s as well.

      It had been decided that while Mariella would be on camera—they would do an online video to accompany the podcast—Andi and the rest of the team would only be mentioned by nicknames. She would use her codename of Frostbite so she could stay out of the limelight.

      They’d finished dinner, and the gang was supposed to meet Mariella back in the conference room in ten.

      Andi and Duke slipped into a side entrance of the hotel.

      They slowly meandered down the hallway. As they did, Andi glanced at those creepy, old paintings again.

      She passed one of a prospector, someone who appeared to be part of the original gold rush with his floppy leather hat, red neck scarf, and long beard.

      Another was a painting of a woman probably from the early nineteenth century. Based on the way she was dressed, she was probably a lady of the night or a Good Time Girl as some people out this way called them.

      Andi paused by the next painting.

      This one wasn’t a portrait. Instead, the background was blue, and it showed a woman reaching upward. The whole thing was kind of abstract and folksy.

      Until Andi realized exactly what she was looking at.

      “Everything okay?” Duke’s voice cut through her thoughts.

      She raised her finger and pointed at the picture. “Am I imagining things or is that a painting of a woman . . . trapped under the water?”

      Duke stared at it and ran a hand over his chin. “Now that you mention it . . . I think it is.”

      A shiver of fear raced down her spine at the confirmation.
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      Duke and Andi found Warren, the hotel manager, in the lobby and asked him about the painting. He didn’t have any answers, so he hunted down the hotel owner, Alfonso Dominic.

      Ten minutes later, the owner approached them from down the hallway.

      Duke observed the man as he walked toward them. The guy appeared just as eccentric as the hotel he owned.

      He was tall and generally thin, except for a bulbous belly. Probably in his fifties, he had salt-and-pepper hair and a mustache that curled upward on the sides. He walked with a cane and a monocle covered one eye.

      Duke immediately thought of Mr. Peanut when he saw the guy.

      Someone had told Duke that the man had made money in the oil business, and this hotel was a fun side project since he no longer had to work and wasn’t worried about losing money with the place.

      “How can I help the two of you?” Alfonso paused in front of them, both hands resting on his cane.

      “We have a question about one of your paintings,” Duke said.

      “I love paintings.” A wide grin spread across his face. “If you can’t tell, I’m a bit of a collector. I always try to buy artwork from local artists. I feel like it adds to the charm of this place.”

      A collector . . . for some reason, the word stood out to Duke.

      This killer . . . he was a bit of a collector himself.

      The thought was chilling.

      “The art definitely adds to the charm of this place,” Andi said. “I’ve never been in a hotel quite like this.”

      He practically beamed at her compliment, before turning back to business. “So which painting in particular are we talking about?”

      “Can we show you?” Duke asked.

      “Of course.”

      They all walked down the hallway together and then paused in front of the blue painting.

      “Oh, this one.” Alfonso nodded as if he was proud of it. “This one only came into my possession about eight months ago, give or take a few weeks.”

      Eight months? The timing lined up.

      “Who is the artist?” Andi asked. “I looked for a signature, but I didn’t see one.”

      “There’s not one. I can’t remember off the top of my head. I’d have to look in my files for a name.” He shifted and leaned against his cane a little harder. “But this painting was actually donated to us. I found the artwork fascinating, so I decided to hang it up. I don’t keep everything that people donate, but this one just struck me as special.”

      “Why is that?” Duke asked.

      Alfonso stared at the painting before raising a hand and waving it in the air near his chest, as if trying to summon whatever it was his heart wanted to say. “I don’t know. It evokes some type of emotion in me that I can’t quite put my finger on.”

      “To me it kind of looks like a woman trapped underwater,” Andi said.

      Alfonso’s eyes widened. “What?”

      She pointed at the painting, careful not to touch it. “Can’t you see it? These are the woman’s fingers. This line right here would represent the ice. The blue color represents the water.”

      Alfonso shook his head as if flabbergasted at that thought. “I’ve never looked at it like that. I imagined it to be a woman trying to find the meaning in her life, who felt trapped in a world full of blue when she’s more of a pink.”

      That was certainly one way to interpret it . . .

      “I can understand why people may see it differently,” Andi said. “But considering everything that’s happened . . .”

      Alfonso straightened. “I’ll go look right now and see who donated this.”

      “You’ll probably need to let the police know as well,” Duke added.

      The illustrious hotel owner’s face suddenly looked entirely more somber. “I understand. Let’s do that.”
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        * * *

      

      Andi watched Alfonso carefully as he searched through the files in his office—a space that was even more eccentric than the rest of the building. Various animal heads, paintings, and antique guns decorated the dark-paneled walls.

      Pictures of the man hunting with other important-looking people were scattered across his thick, exotic desk. The whole place smelled like leather and looked fit for a king.

      Was that because Alfonso thought of himself as a king?

      Andi was still trying to figure out if she trusted the man or not.

      Sure, the guy did look earnestly surprised.

      But she also had to consider the fact that a lot of elements made him look like a suspect.

      There were three things every investigator looked for in a case: motive, means, and opportunity.

      The fact that these crimes had occurred outside the hotel Alfonso owned definitely gave him the opportunity.

      As far as motive . . . well, Andi didn’t know enough about the man to guess that. However, he had said he was a collector of art. Was that motive enough to freeze women and then put their sculptures on display?

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      But the fact he was eccentric and liked art possibly gave him the means to create these sculptures.

      She still had a lot she needed to consider about him.

      “Have you checked out the library yet?” Alfonso asked as he looked through some files.

      “Not yet,” Duke said.

      “There’s a secret passage leading from that room, you know.” He looked up and grinned mischievously.

      “What?” Andi asked. She vaguely remembered Kip mentioning something about secret passages, but she’d brushed him off.

      He nodded and continued searching. “It’s true. The tunnel is original to the building. No one goes in there, but I kept the entrance accessible just for fun.”

      “Can we see it?” Duke didn’t sound anxious or even eager as he asked the question—more like he was trying to get a feel for the guy.

      “That’s where the fun part comes in. I never tell people how to access it. But if they find it on their own . . . they’re welcome to explore it. By the way, no one has ever found it on their own.” He said that last part as if he enjoyed being the keeper of secrets.

      That would fit what she knew about the man’s personality so far.

      Andi shifted. “Can you give us a hint at least?”

      Alfonso grinned again. “It’s where history and water under the bridge meet. That’s all I’m going to tell you.”

      He made an ordeal of zipping his lips and throwing away the imaginary key.

      Interesting guy, for sure. She’d bet he was a hoot at dinner parties.

      Finally, Alfonso straightened and closed the filing cabinet drawer. “Well, that’s strange.”

      “What’s strange?” Duke asked.

      “I can’t find the paperwork for the donation.”

      “You usually keep it in the filing cabinet?” Duke asked.

      “That’s right. I should have placed it in there or my assistant should have. I can ask her about it, but she’s usually very good at keeping records. I can’t imagine where it could be . . .”

      “Are you sure you got the paperwork to begin with?” Andi asked.

      He frowned and readjusted his monocle. “That was what was strange. The painting was left at the front desk, wrapped with a bow. No one saw the artist bring it in.” He shrugged as if it hadn’t seemed like a big deal back then.

      “Then what paperwork are you looking for?” Andi asked.

      “The painting came with a signed letter.”

      “What did the letter say?” Duke pressed.

      “I don’t recall exactly. I’m sorry.” He shrugged and placed his monocle back into the pocket of his sweater.

      “Do you remember who signed it, at least?” Andi asked.

      Alfonso shrugged again, almost as if embarrassed. “It was illegible.”

      This mystery just kept getting stranger and stranger.

      As they wrapped up the conversation, someone knocked at the door.

      They turned in time to see Gibson standing there, an almost annoyed expression on his face.

      And here they went again . . .
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      When Duke and Andi walked back into the lobby, realizing they were late for their meeting, they saw the gang waiting for them there.

      Everyone in the group seemed to have a nose for trouble, so it wasn’t surprising that they’d picked up on the fact that something was wrong.

      “What’s going on?” Mariella glanced back and forth between the two of them.

      Duke let Andi take the lead and give everyone a quick recap on the situation.

      Mariella pursed her lips and frowned. “This is going to sound totally insensitive, but do you think we could see the painting?”

      “Alfonso took it down when he called the police,” Duke said. “I’m sure the cops have taken it as evidence now.”

      “Did you happen to get a picture then?” Mariella stared with wide, expectant eyes.

      “I did.” Andi shrugged as she glanced at Duke almost sheepishly. “It only seemed wise.”

      Duke wondered if she was thinking as an investigator or as a podcaster here. He guessed for what they were trying to do, one needed to think like both.

      “This killer is in it for the long haul.” Ranger crossed his arms and offered a hard stare into the distance. “He’s been planning this for a long time, all the way up until the moment the bodies were finally discovered. He probably didn’t know exactly when that would be, but he was ready when it did happen.”

      “Almost as if this is a game to him.” Simmy rubbed her arms, her skin looking a little paler. “That’s sick.”

      “I agree,” Andi said. “It’s almost like he’s taunting everyone around him.”

      “Or maybe he’s just obsessed for some reason about a woman being trapped underneath the water,” Duke suggested. “Maybe it’s all he can think about, therefore he creates these sculptures and does these paintings. Maybe that obsession ultimately led to him grabbing these women so he could see it for himself.”

      Everyone was silent around him as his words settled in their minds.

      Duke knew no one could argue with his point.

      “Listen, I hate to be the one who’s insensitive,” Mariella started. “But half of our time together is already gone. We don’t have a moment to waste, and I really need to get some things recorded. Would you mind if we moved this along and talked in the conference room?”

      Everyone agreed.

      Together, they all moved toward their meeting space.

      Mariella opened the door and stepped inside.

      Then she stopped in her tracks, nearly causing everyone behind her to collide with her.

      “Um . . . can we keep moving?” Ranger’s voice held a dry mix of humor and irritation.

      Duke glimpsed past Mariella, trying to see what had caused her to stop.

      Then she pointed straight ahead.

      Their murder board had been destroyed. All the papers once on it had been ripped down. The board had been dented as if someone tried to break it in half.

      One thing was clear. Someone knew who they were and what they were doing.

      And this person wanted to send a message that they should stop.
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        * * *

      

      Since Gibson was already at the hotel, he arrived in the conference room quickly.

      Andi couldn’t stop thinking the details through.

      How long had it been since someone had been in here?

      Mariella had said she and Matthew worked in the room until dinnertime. That gave someone a two-hour window to have done this.

      Whoever did this had known the group’s schedule. Had known that everyone would be at dinner together.

      He’d been watching them, Andi realized.

      The perpetrator had been ready. Had wanted to make sure he wasn’t caught.

      “It almost looks as if this guy is coming unhinged.” Gibson frowned as he glanced around the room.

      He’d get no argument from Andi on that.

      “I’ve said this before, but I’m going to say it again.” Gibson turned back to the group. “For your own safety, I wouldn’t broadcast any of what you’ve discovered. Sharing details about this investigation will only put you in more danger.”

      Andi knew the officer had a point.

      But she also knew there was no way she’d back down.

      She’d never liked bullies. She’d called out a couple back in high school when she’d caught them picking on a girl with special needs. They hadn’t done it again.

      Andi might be small, but she was scrappy, determined, and could be a little scary when she wanted.

      Someone trying to strong-arm her into backing off wasn’t going to work. However, she hated to think about the rest of this group being in danger. Especially Simmy, Mariella, and Matthew.

      Gibson left a few minutes later, and Mariella turned to them.

      The sparkle in her eyes had disappeared, and her voice trembled as she said, “I’ll do my best to reassemble this board. If anyone wants to back out of this, you can. And I won’t publish anything without telling everybody first.”

      No one offered to leave.

      Mariella nodded. “Very well. While this is still fresh in our minds, I’d really like to get some interviews done. If anyone’s game, I’m going to set up here, and I’d love to talk to people about what they’ve learned.”

      No one said anything for a moment until Andi raised her hand. “I’ll go first.”

      Visible relief swept over Mariella’s face. “That would be great.”

      Duke’s look clearly asked: are you sure you know what you’re doing?

      She did. Andi had no doubt about that.
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      Andi leaned toward the microphone set up on the round table and licked her lips. First, they’d record individual interviews. Then they’d come together as a group to chat.

      She hoped this went well.

      With a deep breath, she started. “My name is Frostbite, and I’m one of the investigators for The Round Table. When we arrived here in Fairbanks, we didn’t expect to stumble upon a case in progress. But it seemed as if this new mystery was being handed to us, so how could we look away?

      “The bodies of three frozen women were pulled from the Chena River near our hotel. The next day, an ice sculpture depicting a woman trapped under the water appeared in front of the same hotel. At that moment, I knew the killer was still out there. A killer with a message to send. What kind of psycho would do something like this? That’s what we’re on a quest to figure out.”

      Andi leaned back and took a sip of her water.

      “Tell us about your first thoughts when those bodies were discovered,” Mariella said.

      Andi placed her water bottle back on the table, in full-on work mode. She might as well be standing in front of a jury right now presenting her case.

      She hadn’t realized how much she missed those days.

      “I was inside the hotel, at the back of the lobby,” Andi started. “The wall is lined with windows that display the river, and it’s really beautiful to look at—normally. But then I saw two men who looked like the outdoorsy type standing near the river staring at something. Three police cars pulled onto the scene . . . and then I saw the bodies being exhumed from their watery graves.”

      Andi continued to share everything she’d learned before wrapping up her segment and taking off her headphones.

      Then it was Duke’s turn.

      Everyone in the group would answer many of the same questions but from their own perspectives, and then Mariella would choose the most interesting responses and intersplice the commentary.

      After wrapping up the individual interviews, they all sat around the table. They had three microphones they could share as they discussed things. This was where The Round Table name came into play. If things worked out well, this conversation would define their podcast.

      “So let’s summarize this,” Mariella said. “We have what appear to be four—possibly more—dead women. We have a killer who strategically chooses lonely, struggling women to target. We’re not sure what happens in the time between when he meets them and when they die. But this guy appears to immerse his victims in water until they freeze. Then he pulls them out and carves their image. They possibly even thaw before he dumps them back into the icy river only to freeze again.”

      “That’s pretty twisted.” Andi’s stomach still churned at the thought.

      “You can say that again.” Duke’s eyebrows flickered upward on his brow as his jaw hardened.

      “No one will argue with that. Let’s talk about suspects,” Mariella continued, looking as if she could be the next Diane Sawyer. “Right now, we’re looking at an ice sculptor. For the sake of this podcast, we’ll call him Thad. We don’t want to use his real name since he’s not a named suspect. So Thad has the skills for this, lives privately on the river, and he has no alibi for the time when that sculpture was left. Do we have any other viable suspects?”

      Mariella glanced around the group.

      “Not yet,” Duke said. “But we’re just beginning to find some real answers with this investigation.”

      “Check back online soon,” Mariella said into the microphone. “We’ll post a timeline of what we know—including when the women disappeared, when they were discovered, and when these sculptures were left.”

      Mariella looked and sounded more intense than Andi had ever seen her. She was a little impressed, to be honest. Then again, the woman was a natural-born entertainer.

      “As we uncover new clues, we’ll let you know,” Mariella continued. “Stay tuned every Tuesday for our updates. In the meantime, send us questions or if you know anything about this case, please let us know. These women deserve justice.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they finished recording, Duke was ready to go to bed.

      But something had changed inside him during the process of putting together this podcast.

      He’d found himself enjoying the synergy of the effort. He hadn’t expected to feel that way. But the group had a great vitality and rapport about them as they talked.

      He still had his doubts about whether or not he thought this venture could truly be successful. But after that first recording session with all of them, hope displaced some of his doubts.

      “I’m just going to stay here with my brother and work on this a little while longer.” Mariella tapped the top of her hot-pink laptop. “The rest of you should go and get some rest.”

      Simmy stood and rubbed her eyes. “I, for one, am tired.”

      “Me too.” Ranger rose as well.

      The two of them disappeared and, a few minutes later, Andi and Duke slowly began to walk beside each other toward their rooms.

      Part of him just wanted to go to sleep. But another part was wound up.

      As he and Andi paced down the hallway, she stopped beside the hotel library and glanced up at him. “You want to check this out, by chance?”

      He glanced at it and shrugged. “Why not?”

      Maybe it would give him a moment to unwind.

      They stepped inside, and Andi paused, glancing around the space in awe.

      Floor to ceiling bookshelves lined each wall, along with a rolling ladder so people could reach every level. Dark wood, rich rugs, cozy chairs, and quirky golden owls filled the rest of the space, along with a small fireplace.

      Alfonso truly had outdone himself.

      This place was a reader’s paradise.

      “Where history and water under the bridge meet . . .” Andi murmured as she ran her hand along one of the bookshelves. “What does that mean?”

      “I have no idea.” Duke began to pace the perimeter, examining the titles he passed.

      He paused at a section of books on the history of this area. “This seems like a good place to start.”

      Andi joined him and peered at the titles. “Any of these about bridges?”

      “Hmm . . . not yet.” He continued to scan the titles, hoping one would stand out.

      “Wait . . .” Excitement caught Andi’s voice. “Look at this. Here’s the Bridge to Terabithia.” Her finger skimmed the two shelves beneath it. “And here’s Water for Elephants.”

      “Okay . . . water under the bridge. Where’s the history?”

      She ran her finger up. “A History of Bees. Alfonso wasn’t talking about Alaskan history.”

      Duke’s breath caught with anticipation. This challenge was more fun than he’d anticipated. “Brilliant. But even if those are the right books, how do we access the door?”

      “Like they do in the cartoons maybe.” She tugged at the Bridge to Terabithia. Nothing. Then she tugged at Water for Elephants. Again, nothing. Same for the History of Bees.

      She stepped back, and her lips twisted in a frown.

      “How would an eccentric like Alfonso put this together?” she murmured.

      “Maybe you push the books instead of pulling them,” Duke suggested.

      Her eyes lit with excitement. “I’ll take these two, you take the bridge. Can’t hurt to try. Am I right?”

      He held his breath, knowing this was ridiculous. The two of them were probably being recorded in here, just to give some of the staff some laughs.

      They tried anyway.

      And as they did, something popped, almost as if a latch had been released.

      A few seconds later, the shelf swung out, revealing a door behind it.

      Duke and Andi glanced at each other.

      Was this really happening?

      “You can do the honors,” Andi murmured.

      He reached for a metal handle built into the door. After a moment of hesitation, he twisted it.

      The door opened.

      A cold wind rushed up toward them, followed by a dank smell.

      It was a passageway, he realized.

      Just like something out of one of his favorite movies.

      Except this was all too real.

      Alfonso had been telling the truth.
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      A thrill rushed through Andi as she stared down the dark, dank corridor. “We found it.”

      “I knew this hotel was quirky.” Duke glanced around, his voice wispy with awe. “It was built a long time ago, back in the days of the gold rush. Who knows what kind of illegal activities might have happened here?”

      “For all we know, today it could be used for the staff to go to-and-from.” Andi ran her hand along the dirt-packed wall.

      “Maybe.” Duke continued to peer inside. “But there are still plenty of cobwebs down here.”

      “I think we should go inside.” Andi glanced at him to see his reaction.

      She expected Duke to disagree.

      To her surprise, he nodded. “We should.”

      “You can be a gentleman and go first to knock down any spiderwebs.” Andi shivered, but she wouldn’t let any little leggy creatures deter her.

      Duke nodded. “Let’s go.”

      As a cool breeze rose from the space, Andi pulled her coat around her.

      Then they stepped into the tunnel. The corridor was too dark, she realized.

      She ran her hand along the stone walls, feeling for some type of light source to illuminate their path.

      There was none.

      Instead, Andi turned on the light on her phone and shone it in front of her. Duke did the same.

      She felt a bit like Nancy Drew as she crept into the space.

      She’d always been fascinated with secret passages, but she’d never actually seen one in person.

      Being in here felt surreal, as if she were having a dream she should wake up from at any minute.

      The inside was definitely cooler. It smelled earthy. The ground was slightly slick and seemed to descend.

      “This is crazy,” Duke murmured as he glanced around.

      “You can say that again.”

      “I wonder where it leads.”

      Andi squinted as she strained to see in front of her. Her flashlight only showed her a few feet. The rest was dark. “Good question.”

      Just then, a thud sounded, and the dim light behind them disappeared.

      Andi and Duke gasped and looked back.

      The door into the library had closed.

      Then a footstep sounded behind them.

      A stab of fear jolted through her.

      “Duke?” Her voice came out just above a whisper.

      “That wasn’t me.”

      Her throat tightened at his confirmation.

      Someone else was in this tunnel with them, weren’t they?
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      Duke bristled.

      Had the killer just joined them?

      Fingers dug into his arm.

      Andi, he realized.

      He held up his phone and shone the light toward the entrance.

      As he did, a silhouette of a man appeared in the distance.

      The guy paused, something raised in his hand.

      Quite possibly an ice pick.

      Then he charged toward them.

      Should Duke fight?

      No.

      It was too dark. The tunnel too narrow.

      There were too many uncertainties.

      And he couldn’t chance Andi getting hurt.

      Not if he could help it.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Duke shouted.

      It was too risky to fight in here. He couldn’t see anything. Didn’t know what was around them.

      He took Andi’s hand, and they darted in the opposite direction. Andi easily kept up with him as they dashed away.

      The tunnel seemed to keep going and going. When and where did this end?

      This passage led them away from the hotel.

      Was it leading them toward the apartment building beside them? Or somewhere else?

      Duke couldn’t be certain.

      The one thing he was certain about was the fact this guy was still behind them. Grunting. Panting. Letting out little growls on occasion.

      They didn’t even have time to pause. To try and call for help.

      No, they just had to keep moving.

      Finally, Duke collided with something hard and unyielding.

      A dead end?

      His heart pounded harder as he braced himself for whatever would happen next.
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      Andi tried to keep her panic at bay as she slammed into Duke.

      They’d reached the end of the tunnel.

      This passage had to lead somewhere, didn’t it? The tunnel hadn’t been built for no reason. But what if the exit had been closed off? Sealed?

      Please, no . . .

      Her fingers scrambled along the wall, trying to find a latch. A hinge.

      Some kind of way out.

      Then her hand collided with something metal.

      A loop of some sort.

      Just in time.

      The footsteps were getting closer. Too close.

      This guy was practically breathing down their necks.

      She twisted the metal.

      A door opened.

      Andi scrambled to move, to put space between her and this man.

      She propelled herself outside, not sure exactly what she would find.

      But anything was better than being in here with this guy.

      As soon as she stepped into the darkness, the ground disappeared from beneath her.

      She screamed, her arms flailing.

      “Andi!” Duke shouted.

      She reached for him, but it was too late.

      She was falling.

      She glanced down, nearby lights illuminating something below her.

      Was that . . . the river?

      She desperately tried to grab onto something to catch herself.

      There was nothing.

      Only air.

      The next moment, she hit the partially frozen water.

      Its icy fingers tugged at her, pulling her under and toward an icy grave.
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        * * *

      

      Duke stopped himself before he went over the edge of the small concrete platform just beyond the tunnel door. The bridge over the Chena River towered above them.

      He drew in a breath when Andi’s momentum caused her to plunge forward.

      He dropped to his knees. Tried to grab her without losing his own balance on the icy surface and tumbling into the water.

      But it was too late.

      She hit the dark, freezing water below and vanished beneath its depths.

      “No!” A deep guttural sound escaped from somewhere deep inside him.

      Duke paused as another realization hit him.

      The man who’d chased them.

      Where was he? Would he try to push Duke in also?

      Duke glanced behind him at the tunnel.

      The man seemed to have disappeared into thin air.

      This had been this guy’s intent, hadn’t it? To chase them into the river?

      Anger furled inside him.

      Duke glanced back at the river.

      More than anything, he wanted to dive in after Andi. Every instinct told him to do so.

      But he couldn’t.

      That would mean certain death.

      For both him and Andi.

      He glanced around, looking for something—anything—that could help him.

      He spotted some type of orange nylon strap that had probably fallen off a construction vehicle passing on the bridge overhead.

      He grabbed it and dropped it into the hole left when Andi had burst though the ice.

      Please, let her see it. Let her grab onto it.

      He dropped it in farther and wiggled it.

      There was a chance Andi wasn’t conscious.

      But the ice hadn’t frozen over yet. There was still a chance she could get out.

      However, the line remained slack.

      She hadn’t grabbed onto it.

      His thoughts continued to race.

      What else could he do?

      He prayed harder. Dear Lord. Please. Help her.

      There was still nothing.

      His throat swelled as he wondered what to do next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter forty

          

        

      

    

    
      When Andi opened her eyes, darkness surrounded her.

      Darkness and cold.

      And chunks of . . . something.

      Ice, she realized.

      She must have blacked out.

      Now everything rushed back to her.

      She was in the river.

      The partially frozen river.

      This must have been what those women felt like right before they died.

      Disoriented.

      Desperate.

      Terrified.

      Determination hardened inside her.

      Andi couldn’t let things end this way. Couldn’t let the surface ice up over her.

      But she wasn’t even sure which way was up.

      Watch the air bubbles, she reminded herself.

      She tried to keep her panic at bay. But she knew her system would shut down soon.

      An air bubble floated in front of her, moving upward.

      Toward the surface, she realized.

      Follow the air bubble.

      She forced her arms to move, to propel her toward help.

      Even if she managed to surface, how would she get out?

      Her muscles were already stiffening.

      Freezing.

      Soon, she’d be unable to move.

      No, she couldn’t think like that.

      A flash of orange appeared in front of her.

      Orange?

      She wasn’t seeing things, was she?

      She reached forward and tried to grasp it.

      But the rope—or whatever it was—slipped out of her hands.

      Andi wanted to close her eyes. To disappear into the unknown.

      Into the afterlife? She didn’t even believe in an afterlife anymore.

      She fought to keep her eyes open.

      The orange flashed in front of her again.

      She reached for it.

      This time, her fingers circled it.

      She knew her grip wouldn’t last long.

      Neither would she.

      Working quickly, she wrapped the band around her hand. Then she grabbed it with her other hand and did the same.

      When she finished, she prayed someone else could do the rest of the work.

      Because she could hardly move.

      Her muscles were frozen stiff.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Duke felt the tension on the line.

      Please, Lord. Let that be Andi. Not a branch or a piece of ice.

      Gripping the strap, he began to haul it toward the surface. He had to keep a firm grip despite the slickness of the nylon.

      One wrong move . . .

      He couldn’t think like that.

      Instead, he kept pulling the strap upward, hand over hand.

      His burning muscles and the cold air he heaved into his lungs didn’t deter him.

      Please . . .

      The prayer tumbled from his lips. Simple. Yet no other words were needed.

      Seconds later, Andi’s head broke the surface.

      Andi . . .

      Duke wanted to feel relief.

      But he couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      Because she was still in the water. Still in danger.

      Even once she was out of the water, she still wouldn’t be home free.

      Voices drifted from the bridge above. Drivers must have seen what happened and pulled over.

      Sirens sounded in the distance.

      Good. Maybe someone had called 911.

      Duke continued to pull Andi up until he reached her arm.

      Then he quickly let go of the strap with one hand.

      He grabbed Andi.

      Before she could slip out of his grasp, he grabbed her with his other hand.

      Two tugs later, she was in his arms.

      Freezing cold and already turning blue.

      Duke gathered her and climbed from the cement ledge where he stood. He crossed several large rocks until he reached the riverbank.

      He set her down. Turned her on her side. Waited until she coughed some water up.

      Then she looked at him, her eyes open and even more icy-blue than normal.

      “Thank . . . you.” The words croaked from her throat.

      He didn’t take the time to reply.

      He had to get her as warm as he could until someone got here to help.

      He took his coat off and wrapped it around her. Then he sat her up and pulled her close.

      Andi’s head nestled against him, and he rubbed her arms. Her legs. Whatever he could do to keep her warm.

      How long would it take for help to get here? Sirens wailed in the distance.

      They were getting louder.

      But would paramedics get here soon enough?

      More panic tried to claim him.

      Please, Lord . . . let her be okay.

      “We’re going to get through this,” he murmured to her. “I’m not going to lose you too.”

      Lose you too?

      Duke wasn’t sure exactly where those words had come from.

      But he’d meant them.

      Just then, paramedics arrived on the scene.

      As they took over, he backed off and continued to pray.
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      Andi closed her eyes as she lay back in the stiff bed. She ran her hand along her arm, her touch confirming that she was still alive.

      She’d temporarily taken up residence in a curtained-off area at the local emergency room. Duke sat in a chair next to her.

      Doctors had been very thorough while checking her out.

      Her heart sounded good. Her vitals were fine.

      They’d warmed her up from the inside out. Had given her warm broth. Had placed a heated blanket over her.

      Now she just needed some time to stabilize.

      Metal clanged against metal as the curtain in front of her parted.

      She pulled her eyes open and saw Gibson standing there.

      She wondered what he was thinking. If he wanted to berate her for not stepping back as he’d encouraged her to do. This was exactly what he’d said would happen.

      No one could argue with that.

      He paused in front of her, a surprisingly compassionate look in his gaze. “I’m glad you’re okay. I can only imagine how frightening that must have been.”

      “Thank you. I’m glad I’m okay also. Thankfully, Duke was able to think quickly and find that nylon strap.”

      Gibson glanced at Duke and nodded. “Thankfully. Now, do you want to run through with me what happened exactly?”

      So she did. She told him everything.

      Gibson scribbled notes as she talked and grunted to let her know he was listening.

      When Andi finished, she studied the officer a moment, wishing she could read his thoughts. “Who do you think could have done this? You have Theodore in custody still, right?”

      His cheek flickered as if he fought a frown. “Honestly, we couldn’t hold him. I wanted to because he makes the most sense. He has the skills. He lives alone on the river. He doesn’t have an alibi. But the fact of the matter is that we don’t have enough evidence.”

      “The clothing in the ice . . .” Even as Andi said the words, she knew the truth. She’d been an attorney, so she knew all about circumstantial evidence.

      “I know it seems suspicious, but unless we know that shirt belonged to one of the victims, it doesn’t do us any good. We’ve yet to match it to anyone.”

      “He could have had other victims besides the ones who’ve been found.” Even in her weakened state, Andi knew she sounded bossy and opinionated. She wanted everyone else to feel as urgent about this as she did.

      “I agree. In fact, I’m afraid you could be correct.” His cheek flickered again. “But these are all just theories—theories aren’t going to lead us to an arrest right now.”

      “So Theodore could have been the one in the tunnel today?” Andi continued to study Gibson’s face as she searched for the truth.

      She knew there were things he probably couldn’t say.

      She desperately wanted to know what those things were.

      “We have someone watching him.” Gibson shrugged as if that was all the information he could offer. “He hasn’t left his house.”

      Then who could it have been?

      Andi’s determination strengthened.

      This was personal now.

      The person who’d done this tonight wasn’t associated with Victor. Victor wasn’t the type to go through these extremes.

      But the Ice Fairy Killer clearly knew they were getting closer to finding him.

      “I’ve got to run.” Gibson took a step back and gave Andi a pointed look. “But if you think of anything else, call me.”

      “I will,” she told him.

      But Andi felt as if she was starting back at zero.

      And that was the last place she wanted to be, especially with lives on the line.
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        * * *

      

      Duke kept thinking about what Gibson had told them.

      They hadn’t been able to hold Theodore.

      So what did that mean?

      And if Theodore wasn’t guilty, then who was?

      “I know what you’re thinking.” Andi’s voice broke him from his thoughts. “You’re trying to figure out the next suspect.”

      “I am.”

      “I think we need to change our focus.” Andi sat up straighter on her gurney. “It made the most sense to look at who could have done this type of ice sculpture. That led us to Theodore. But who was the one person who told us about that secret passageway and how to find it?”

      “Alfonso? You think he’s behind this?” Duke stared at her as if trying to read her expression.

      “He makes the most sense,” Andi said. “I mean, I hate to say it. But he’s eccentric enough that he could be behind this.”

      “You think he really has the skills to create those ice sculptures?”

      “Maybe it’s as Hans suggested. Maybe molds were made of his victims and that’s how the sculptures were created. It would require minimal talent or attention to detail.”

      Duke thought about it a moment but shook his head. “He doesn’t fit the description of Susanna’s boyfriend.”

      “Maybe Susanna’s boyfriend has nothing to do with this,” Andi said. “Maybe we’ve been looking in the wrong direction all along.”

      “You really think?” He tilted his head as he tried to read her expression.

      “I mean, we were just going off a hunch that it could be him. It did make a lot of sense. But Alfonso definitely doesn’t fit that description.”

      “Is he even physically capable enough to be able to do any of this?” The guy’s Mr. Peanut image filled his thoughts. “Because the person behind all of this would need to be fairly strong to move those ice sculptures to different places. And if my gut feeling is correct, he’s going to need to be charming enough to lure these women out.”

      “A lot of women would definitely be charmed by Alfonso’s money.” Andi shrugged matter-of-factly.

      “I can’t argue with that.” Duke clicked his tongue.

      Had they been searching in the wrong direction?

      Could Alfonso really be behind this?

      It was something he’d need to think over.

      But Duke could feel the walls beginning to close in on this investigation.

      With the lives of people he cared about on the line, the need to find answers felt even more urgent.
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      “Now, you all stop making a big fuss over me,” Andi insisted to the group around her.

      She’d been cleared to go home from the hospital.

      Doctors had mentioned admitting her, but Andi insisted she was fine.

      Because she was.

      Then Duke brought her back to the hotel.

      As soon as she’d walked in, the murder club surrounded her. They must have been waiting up for her to return. Duke had been texting them while at the hospital, letting them know what was happening.

      Even Ranger gave her a hug.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay.” Simmy left an arm around her.

      “Me too,” Matthew added.

      “You had us all nervous.” Mariella frowned. “What happened? How did you end up in the river even?”

      “Maybe we can explain in the morning.” Duke stood protectively beside Andi as if he were her self-appointed guardian.

      Right now, Andi wasn’t complaining.

      She could use a bodyguard—at least until her head cleared, and she regained some strength.

      Ever since she’d woken up in the hospital, one memory kept trying to surface. Had Duke said “I can’t lose you too” when he’d rescued her?

      Andi wasn’t sure if that had been her imagination or not.

      Maybe she’d heard what she wanted to hear.

      But something about the words had made her feel warm. Had made her forget the cold for a minute. Had made the future feel a little brighter . . . maybe even a little lighter.

      “Of course she can explain in the morning,” Mariella murmured, nodding a little too quickly. “Whatever she needs.”

      Whatever she needs . . . what did Andi need?

      All she wanted was to unwind. To relax. To do something she enjoyed.

      “Maybe I’ll just get some sleep for now,” she told everyone. “In the morning, I should be good to go.”

      After another round of hugs, they all said good night and went their separate ways.

      Andi and Duke strolled toward their rooms. They paused outside her door, and Andi looked up at him.

      A question played on the end of her tongue.

      Should she ask, or shouldn’t she? Logically speaking, she should simply try to sleep.

      But . . . she was too wound up to do that.

      She turned toward Duke. “I think I’m going to unwind by watching 48 Hours. Care to join me?”

      Duke stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “You really want to watch TV?”

      She shrugged. “I need to relax. What better way to do that than by watching some true crime?”

      “It sounds a little twisted when you word it that way. But, I mean, it’s up to you . . .” Duke murmured. “I can probably pull the show up on a streaming service.”

      “Maybe we can watch just part of it . . .” Andi said. “How does that sound?”

      Several minutes later, the two of them were in her room with the TV on. They sat on a couch near the window.

      Andi had grabbed a blanket from the bed and pulled it over her.

      She needed something that felt normal right now.

      And this seemed normal.

      The fact was . . . what happened tonight terrified her.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about how those women must have felt . . . only they’d died.

      They hadn’t had someone there to rescue them.

      She’d had Duke.

      She glanced at him, feeling a rush of gratitude.

      Those women had only had the killer.

      A killer who’d let them suffer only to pull them out, capture their terror in a sculpture, and then dump their bodies again.

      The thought horrified her.

      And made her even more determined to find answers . . . especially before someone else was hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Duke couldn’t stop thinking about how he had almost lost Andi.

      The two of them had only known each other a little more than a month, so it seemed crazy that he’d feel this close to her. That he’d worry about her so much.

      But the thought of something happening to her caused grief to clutch his heart.

      More grief.

      Grief on top of the pain he already felt over Celeste.

      He was glad Andi had invited him to watch TV. The longer he could keep an eye on her, the better he would feel. After trauma like that, it was always good to have someone close by.

      Besides, his thoughts still raced.

      He stretched his arm across the back of the couch as the 48 Hours mystery played on TV. This episode was about a husband who murdered his wife while they were hiking, but he claimed she’d simply fallen off a cliff.

      Duke did like watching true crime, but right now he couldn’t concentrate on anything that was being said.

      If it wasn’t weird and inappropriate, his eyes would be on Andi instead of on the TV.

      And that thought was crazy. He didn’t know where it came from. He didn’t know why he had the desire to inch closer to her. To experience what her hair might feel like underneath his fingers.

      He needed to get rid of those thoughts.

      Yet no matter how much he willed them away, they remained.

      “Duke?” Andi’s soft voice came from beside him.

      He swallowed hard before looking over at her. “Yes?”

      Looking at her was clearly a mistake because his heart began to thrash around inside him the moment her big blue eyes met his.

      A soft, almost vulnerable smile feathered across her lips. “I just want to tell you thank you again. You saved my life tonight.”

      The knot in this throat seemed to grow larger. “You gave me a good scare, that’s for sure.”

      She pulled the blanket closer around her, and her grin faded. “That was what that guy wanted, wasn’t it? He wanted to spook us. He wanted one of us to fall into that river. For some reason, that act gives him some type of satisfaction.”

      “He’s sick.” Duke’s chest tightened.

      As Andi looked up at him, their gazes locked.

      Were they moving closer to each other?

      Stop yourself, he scolded himself. Stop yourself now.

      But as he licked his lips, he wasn’t sure he truly wanted to stop himself.
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      Andi swallowed hard as Duke stared at her, something warm and alluring in his eyes.

      Andi kept telling herself to look away, but she couldn’t. It was almost as if something physical tethered their gazes and made it impossible to break away from the moment.

      The look Duke gave her sent tingles from her heart all the way down to her toes.

      Andi knew she was treading on dangerous territory.

      Duke reached for her and pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. Instead of drawing back, his hand rested on the side of her face. His thumb gently caressed her jaw.

      She practically turned into a puddle on the couch.

      More than anything, she wanted to lean into him. To reach for him. To feel his broad shoulders beneath her fingers. To feel the hair at the nape of his neck. The slight stubble on his cheeks.

      Bad idea, Andi. Bad idea.

      But her feelings seemed to have a mind of their own.

      Which was impossible. She was usually so in control. So measured. So purposeful.

      She wasn’t sure why her head felt like it was spinning.

      Why did she keep licking her lips and imagining what it would be like if Duke were to press his mouth into hers? Why did she crave that very thing so badly?

      Duke leaned closer, and Andi didn’t push him away.

      In fact, he was close enough that Andi smelled the spearmint on his breath. Felt the warm air escaping from his lips and hitting her cheek.

      Somewhere down the line, had she started to care about him?

      If Andi was honest with herself, she knew the answer was yes. But she’d purposefully tried to keep herself at arm’s distance. She needed to play it safe.

      Yet she’d never met anyone like Duke before. More than anything, she wanted to get to know him. To be privy to his thoughts. To listen to stories of his past. To know the dreams for his future.

      His fingers tugged at her, nudging her closer.

      Andi closed her eyes and waited.

      She imagined just how kissing him would feel.

      She held her breath as she anticipated it.

      Then suddenly, he released her. Let her go as if he’d touched fire.

      Duke jumped to his feet.

      Ran a hand over his face.

      Andi’s heart beat faster as she watched him—but not in the way she wanted it to. Anxiety and doubt tried to claim her. Her cheeks heated with embarrassment at his rejection.

      What had just happened?

      “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go,” Duke muttered.

      He took a couple of steps toward the door and then looked back at her. He opened his mouth and closed it again as if he’d changed his mind.

      Finally, he shook his head and hurried from the room, slamming the door behind him.

      Andi sat on the couch a moment in stunned silence.

      This day certainly hadn’t gone as she’d planned.

      She pulled the blanket tighter around her neck.

      Now she felt even emptier than she had before.
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        * * *

      

      Duke stalked back into his room, shut the door, and leaned against it.

      He closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the wood.

      A pulse began at his temples as he tried to take some deep breaths.

      What had almost happened back there with Andi?

      How could he have let himself go there?

      He’d almost kissed her.

      Then reality had hit him.

      He couldn’t do that to Celeste.

      She could still be out there.

      Or . . . she could have cheated on him and tricked him.

      But the truth remained that Duke didn’t know if that was what happened.

      In the meantime, it almost felt as if he were living in some kind of purgatory. He was with Celeste, and he wasn’t with Celeste. The unknowns haunted him. The inability to know at which point he should move on tormented him.

      Because moving on filled him with guilt. But wallowing in the what-ifs made him miserable.

      He nearly collapsed on his bed. Then he prayed as he tried to figure out the right thing to do. He prayed for what felt like hours.

      But he still didn’t have any answers.

      Certainly, kissing Andi shouldn’t be one of those answers.

      Should it?

      Celeste’s image filled his mind again.

      Then a memory of her laugh. The sound had been infectious—and it had consumed her. Her whole face would light up. She’d throw her head back. Her toothy smile made people do double takes.

      The sound itself . . . it had been something Duke had wanted to get lost in.

      For that reason, he’d tried to make her laugh as often as he could, simply because he found so much delight in the sound.

      He’d found so much delight in Celeste.

      His muscles—and resolve—hardened at the memories.

      He couldn’t let an almost kiss with Andi happen again.

      No, he wouldn’t let that happen again.

      But just exactly how was he going to ensure that was the case?

      Duke needed to figure that out.

      Now.
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      I’m not sure why the hunger inside me is growing, but it is.

      It’s like the first time I ever ate an olive.

      I put the first one in my mouth, and I wasn’t really sure about the briny taste.

      I chewed slowly and carefully. I took my time before swallowing.

      Then I decided to try again because there was something about the taste I liked.

      The next one went down more easily.

      By the third olive, I was beginning to like them. To really like them.

      As I continued, I began to crave olives. I wanted as many of them as I could eat. The salty taste on my tongue became a yearning. Almost an obsession, really.

      I knew with my last girl I didn’t have much time. The river was a force to be reckoned with. I had to adhere to the river’s timeline.

      So I hadn’t drawn things out like I’d wanted to.

      Instead, I’d done what I needed to do.

      I was already working on the sculpture. My skills had progressed. I’d learned to work faster, more efficiently.

      But I was hungry for my next victim.

      I needed someone else now.

      And I knew just the person.

      I’d noticed her over the past couple of days.

      I’d seen her blonde hair. Heard her laugh.

      Then I looked into her background. I found out her name.

      As soon as I figured out who she really was, I knew she would be my next target.

      She would be perfect.

      I just needed a plan so I could lure her away from her friends and catch her alone.

      Now that everyone’s eyes were open for the killer, things were more complicated. I had to be more careful.

      I thought I wouldn’t like that complication.

      But I actually found the challenge to be invigorating.

      That was why my brain kept turning things over and over again.

      I could figure this out.

      The possibilities excited me beyond belief.

      A smile stretched across my lips as I stared at the woman’s image on my computer screen.

      So pretty.

      She would make a beautiful ice sculpture.

      Something I could marvel at.

      Then I would release her image into the world so everyone could marvel at how beautiful she was.

      A smile tugged at my lips at the thought.

      I had no time to waste.

      I closed my laptop and stood.

      I needed to get busy before this opportunity slipped away.
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      Duke awoke early.

      Except early was a relative term because he’d hardly gotten any sleep after everything that happened last night. He’d mostly tossed and turned in bed.

      He showered and got dressed before pulling on his coat and grabbing his keys.

      The group had agreed to meet at ten. That would give him time to attend the nine o’clock Sunday church service and get back for the murder club meeting.

      Church was important to him, and he didn’t like to skip Sunday services.

      When Celeste went missing, he’d been a sinner lost in the depths of despair. Then a friend had shown him a different perspective. A different way of life and a different way of thinking.

      One that required looking outside the everyday ordinary things and looking into the eternal.

      Duke’s friend had invited him to Bible study. Going there had changed his life.

      It wasn’t that he still didn’t struggle sometimes, because he did.

      He was usually even-tempered, but sometimes his anger got the best of him. He never used his fists. But he did get frustrated.

      Duke was working on getting better. On doing better. On being better.

      Everyone’s life was a work in progress. That was what the pastor of his church said, and Duke had found immense comfort in knowing that both new Christians and old Christians alike were always striving to do better. There was no point of arrival per se.

      He’d go to church and leave a few minutes before the service ended so he could meet with the group at ten.

      That was his plan.

      But first, he wanted to swing by Bobby Lad’s house.

      Doing so was risky, and Duke knew that.

      However, he was tired of wrestling with his doubts.

      Duke needed to know if that truly had been Celeste he’d seen or if he was simply seeing what he wanted to see.

      He stepped from his room and glanced at Andi’s door.

      A part of him wanted Andi to come with him. She was a good person to bounce ideas off. He respected her opinion and her spunk.

      But right now, the best thing he could do was to put distance between the two of them. Besides, she’d told him once that she no longer believed in God.

      That was another issue.

      He stared at Andi’s door a moment longer before stepping away. He’d halfway expected her to hear him leaving. To rush out and ask him questions like she normally did.

      But her door remained closed.

      It was better this way.

      He knew it was.

      But that didn’t stop regret from following him with each step.

      When he reached the lobby, Duke continued to expect Andi to appear or for another member of the murder club to be waiting for him.

      But they weren’t.

      All was quiet this morning.

      Duke supposed all that was for the best.

      Besides, he’d be back before anyone knew it.

      Maybe in a couple of hours, he’d have some of those answers he so desperately sought.
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      Andi awoke fairly early, got dressed, and wandered from her room.

      The hotel was eerily quiet. The lobby was empty.

      Most guests were probably still sleeping.

      Including Duke.

      Unless he was purposely avoiding her after their almost-kiss last night.

      A frown tugged at Andi’s lips at the memory. She needed to put that recollection out of her mind—not just for her sake, but for Duke’s as well. They needed to work together, and there was no room for that kind of awkwardness.

      She headed toward the front desk where Leilani stood.

      The woman looked up, and her eyes widened when she saw Andi.

      She scurried from behind the counter and met Andi, reaching for her hands. “Have you discovered anything new?”

      Andi sucked on the inside of her cheek before shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I haven’t. But we’ve been doing everything we can to find out what happened to your friend.”

      Leilani patted her hand. “I know you have, and I appreciate it. I don’t know who would have done something like this. But whoever it was, they need to pay.”

      “I agree.” Andi shifted. “Have you thought of anything new that might help us?”

      Leilani released Andi’s hands and shook her head as her gaze clouded. “No. I’ve been thinking about it, but there’s nothing.”

      Andi glanced around, determined to be discrete. No one was nearby, so she asked her next question. “What about Alfonso? What do you think of him?”

      Leilani’s eyebrows shot up. “My boss? You think he’s behind this?”

      Andi quickly shook her head. “I didn’t say that. I’m not pointing a finger at anyone. I’m just trying to consider every angle.”

      Leilani let out a breath as if she were deep in thought—and possibly a little burdened at Andi’s question. Andi hadn’t wanted to put Leilani in this position, but she didn’t know who else to ask.

      “It’s really hard to say,” Leilani finally said. “Mr. Dominic seems nice enough. He has more money than he knows what to do with, and sometimes I think he’s a little bored.”

      “Is he usually pretty kind?”

      Leilani nodded. “Yes. Very nice. I know when another worker here was out on medical leave, Mr. Dominic was certain to keep paying her even after she’d used up all her paid time off. That’s always impressed me because not everyone would do that.”

      “That was kind of him,” Andi agreed.

      “You see that bird right there?” She pointed to a wooden ptarmigan decorating the check-in counter.

      “What about it?”

      “Mr. Dominic carved that himself. He says he likes to whittle.”

      He liked to whittle? Someone with those kinds of skills might also be good at . . . ice sculpting.

      A cold chill went down Andi’s spine.

      “What’s that look for?” Leilani narrowed her eyes as she studied Andi’s face.

      “Nothing. I’m just thinking.” Andi shrugged.

      “If there’s anything else you need from me, you let me know.”

      Andi nodded, but she felt preoccupied with the thoughts pummeling her.

      Could Alfonso be the bad guy? Could he be using this hotel as some kind of center of operations? Had he planted those bodies in the river, hoping he’d be close when they were found and he could delight in what he’d done?

      The thought made her feel sick to her stomach.

      She slowly paced back down the hallway and paused in front of the library.

      Another shiver claimed her.

      Despite her fear, she opened the door and stepped inside.

      Memories of last night flooded back to her.

      Memories of the feeling of victory she’d felt when she’d discovered the way to open the door.

      The look she and Duke had shared.

      Andi’s smile faded.

      How would things change now?

      She heard the door open behind her.

      Her heart skipped a beat.

      Was it Duke?

      What if the two of them were on the same wavelength? Had he come back here to check out this bookcase also?

      Maybe being in here would give them a moment of privacy to talk things through.

      But when Andi turned around, her smile faded.

      Because Duke wasn’t standing there.

      Alfonso was.
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      Duke pulled to a stop in front of Bobby’s house and stared at the one-story home a moment.

      The place looked just as it did when he was here yesterday.

      No cars sat in the driveway, but that was most likely because any vehicles were parked in the garage. That only made sense here in Alaska to keep vehicles out of the elements if possible.

      Duke glanced at his watch.

      It was only 8:00 a.m., and he knew most people would probably still be asleep.

      Coming here this early was a risk, but this was the best—maybe the only—time for him to do so.

      The truth was there was no good time.

      So he should just get this over with.

      Duke closed his eyes and lifted a prayer for wisdom and discernment. Then he opened his door, climbed out, and walked toward the front of the house.

      He swallowed hard, knowing good and well that whatever and whoever he found on the other side of this door could change his life.

      Duke wasn’t sure he could ever truly be prepared for what he might be about to unveil.

      However, knowing the truth was better than living with the questions.

      The truth will set you free. The Bible verse pertained to spiritual truths that came with driving away errors and mistakes. In academia, the saying was used as a way to explore concepts and search for answers.

      Duke knew the truth could be freeing.

      But, in some cases, it could also be a burden.

      No matter the outcome, the last thing he wanted was to live in la-la land. He needed to conquer this head-on.

      Swallowing hard once more, he raised his fist and knocked at the door.

      Then he waited.

      The seconds felt agonizing as they stretched by. They made him want to turn around and leave. To go somewhere quiet and pray some more.

      But no one answered the door.

      The people inside could be sleeping. Or maybe they were at church. Or maybe they’d gone to breakfast.

      It was hard to say.

      Duke knocked again.

      When no one answered, he rang the doorbell.

      No one answered that either.

      Duke’s inquisitiveness turned into irritation.

      He’d come all the way out here, and he didn’t want to leave without answers.

      He glanced around to see if any neighbors were out.

      There weren’t.

      He hesitated a moment before climbing down the porch steps and walking around the house toward the back. A nagging internal voice kept telling him he shouldn’t do this. That he was overstepping.

      But in his mind, he was already committed.

      He climbed onto the deck at the back of the house—a bare space devoid of any furniture. That was most likely because it was winter and everything had been put away in a garage or a shed.

      As Duke stepped toward the back door, he noticed it wasn’t latched.

      What was that about?

      He stared at the inch-wide opening a moment before deciding.

      Then he stepped closer and nudged the door the rest of the way open.
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        * * *

      

      Andi’s hand went to her throat as she stared up at Alfonso.

      The two of them were alone in the library, and no one knew where she’d gone.

      That was her first mistake.

      And a rookie mistake at that.

      She should have known better.

      But she hadn’t anticipated him showing up.

      “Andi . . . I didn’t think I’d find you here.” Alfonso paused and leaned on his cane as he observed her. He wasn’t wearing his monocle today.

      Was the piece for show? A way of adding to his quirky aura?

      “And I wasn’t expecting to see you here either.” Her throat burned as she said the words.

      He stepped closer. “I have to admit, you’ve impressed me.”

      Her lungs suddenly tightened until she couldn’t breathe.

      The man didn’t look strong, but he was tall and bigger than she was.

      Andi wanted to believe she could take this guy down, but realistically, that probably wasn’t the case. People had nicknamed her Half Pint in high school for a reason.

      She just needed to remain calm.

      She stared up at Alfonso, trying to keep her expression neutral. “You’re impressed?”

      “I’ve given other people that hint about the secret passageway before, and no one has ever figured it out. But you and your friend did.”

      “You didn’t warn us that it ended at the river. Why not?”

      “Because I didn’t think you’d figure it out. Of course. I would have absolutely told you if I’d thought you’d go inside. Besides, I thought that door at the end was bolted shut. I’m so glad you’re both okay.”

      “Me too.” Andi sounded lackluster, even to her own ears.

      “So . . . how did you do it?” Alfonso tilted his head as he observed her, waiting for an answer. “How did you figure out the clue? I thought it was so clever when I arranged the books that way.”

      Andi shrugged casually. “I was just trying to think outside the box.”

      He waved his finger at her and grinned. “Don’t be so humble. You’re very smart.”

      Andi took a step back, her anxiety growing by the moment. “How many other people know about the secret passage?”

      He shrugged, his gaze strangely fixated on her. “Hard to say. People here and there have heard about it. I’ve shown a couple of people. It’s always a fun talking point. You know what I mean?”

      “I suppose. I’m sure the police have already asked you that question too, haven’t they?”

      “Oh, yes.” He nodded as if he found the whole experience exciting. “They talked to me for quite for a while. Talking to the police isn’t my favorite thing—nor is any type of crime associated with my hotel. But it’s certainly kept things interesting around here.”

      Was there an edge to his voice or had she imagined it?

      Andi wasn’t sure.

      The man definitely liked interesting things, however.

      What if he killed women because he was bored? Because he wanted a new collection?

      Alfonso stepped closer.

      Andi’s lungs tightened until it felt as if she couldn’t breathe.

      She glanced around as she thought through her options—which were limited. The bookcase was behind her, and Alfonso blocked the only exit—other than the tunnel.

      That corridor wasn’t something she wanted to experience again.

      Still, she needed to figure out a way to get out of this.

      Alfonso tilted his head. “You know, Miss Slade . . . there’s just something about you I’ve been fascinated with ever since we met.”

      Only one thought filled her mind.

      Would she die by being thrown into the river? All Alfonso would have to do was subdue her and force her out of the library through the passage.

      Then they’d be at the river and . . . the Ice Fairy Killer could claim his next victim.
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      “Hello?” Duke called.

      Again, no answer.

      He stepped closer to the door, curious as to what he might see inside.

      A small voice in the back of his mind told him to stop.

      He ignored it.

      He desperately wanted answers. Wanted them so badly he felt as if he’d do anything to find them—even break the law.

      He couldn’t turn back now.

      After another moment of hesitation, he stepped into the house.

      He started to call out hello again when the words caught in his throat.

      This place . . . was empty.

      He narrowed his eyes as he studied the rooms around him.

      What sense did that make?

      He’d seen Bobby here. Seen the man taking out trash.

      Just yesterday, Duke had seen the blonde woman leaving as if going to work.

      Someone had clearly lived here.

      But glancing around now, he wouldn’t know it.

      He stepped farther inside, determined to find some answers.

      As he did, he picked up on a few more details.

      Yes, this place was empty. But it almost looked as if it had been quickly cleared.

      Random patches of dust remained exposed in certain places, as if they’d been huddling under couches or chairs and their shelter had been snatched from them. A few knicks marred the plain white walls. Two empty boxes sat in another room.

      Duke’s heart pounded harder.

      What had happened here?

      He’d just seen someone leave yesterday morning. Between that time—when Duke had followed the blonde as she left the house—and now, had someone completely packed up and fled? That would be quite the task to move so quickly.

      The only reason someone would have done that was if they were running from something.

      Or someone.

      What if that had been Celeste? If she’d seen Duke?

      If that sighting had made her panic?

      Then she’d had no choice but to run or she knew her secrets would be revealed?

      That scenario was the only thing that made sense.

      Bobby Lad and the blonde had been spooked.

      But where had they gone?

      The questions churned in Duke’s head, but he had no answers.

      He glanced at his watch. Church started in twenty minutes.

      He had a feeling he wouldn’t be making it today.

      Just as that thought went through his mind, a footstep sounded behind him.

      His fingers twitched as he reached for his gun and braced himself for whoever was here.
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        * * *

      

      Andi reached behind her, ready to grab a book. A hardback preferably—something with sharp corners.

      It wouldn’t be the best weapon, but it would be something.

      If she hit Alfonso in the head at just the right angle maybe she’d have a fighting chance to get out of here.

      Before the man could make any moves, a radio at his belt crackled.

      Alfonso’s shoulders seemed to droop with disappointment as he took a step back. “Excuse me a minute.”

      Andi watched as he paced near the door and put the radio to his mouth.

      “What is it?” he demanded.

      She couldn’t understand what the person on the other end said.

      But when Alfonso put the radio back on his belt, he looked nearly crestfallen. “I have a matter that needs to be attended to. Maybe we could talk again later.”

      “Maybe.”

      But talking to him was the last thing that Andi wanted.

      Especially talking to him alone in this room.

      She’d been certain the man was going to hurt her.

      Was everything that had happened simply playing with her mind?

      She wasn’t sure.

      Right now, all she could do was question herself.

      As soon as Alfonso left the room, Andi collapsed into one of the chairs.

      That had felt close. Too close.

      But now she was safe.

      Still, she waited several minutes before heading toward the door.

      She slowly opened it and glanced up and down the hallway.

      She didn’t see Alfonso anywhere.

      More relief swept through her.

      Wasting no time, she hurried from the library and into the dining area.

      She hoped Duke was there. She wanted to tell him about her suspicions. Get his feedback on what had just happened.

      Then again, would seeing Duke be awkward?

      Andi knew it could be.

      But the two of them were both adults. They could push through this and act professional around each other.

      Right?

      She reached the dining room and saw the rest of the group eating together at a corner table.

      But there was no Duke.

      She glanced at her watch and realized it was still early. They weren’t supposed to meet until ten.

      But Duke had always been an early riser, and he wasn’t the type to sleep in.

      “Why don’t you grab yourself a plate?” Simmy met her, a cup of coffee in hand. “Get some food into your system. Maybe it’ll make you feel better.”

      Her friend must have picked up on the fact Andi was shaky.

      Andi still needed to give them the update from Gibson last night. Maybe she should have told them when she got back from the hospital, but she hadn’t felt up to it.

      That was what she would do.

      She’d grab some breakfast and then tell them what Gibson had told her. By the time she did that, maybe Duke would be here.

      What exactly had been going through his mind last night when he’d almost kissed her but abruptly pulled away?

      She wanted to look into his eyes and figure out where they stood.

      Could they still be friends?

      That was what she needed to know.
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      Duke twirled around when he heard the footstep.

      He fully expected to see someone standing there wearing a mask and holding a gun.

      It could be anyone.

      Celeste.

      Bobby.

      It could be the two of them both holding guns and wearing masks.

      Instead, a woman in her sixties with light-brown bobbed hair stood on the back deck and stared at him.

      “Who are you?” The woman’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

      Duke tried to relax. “I’m a friend. I stopped by this morning and . . .”

      “The moving trucks were out here all night.” The woman scowled at the house and shook her head as if she didn’t approve.

      Duke squinted. “You’re a neighbor?”

      “That’s right. I live next door.” She threw a thumb over her shoulder and pointed at a brown home on the other side of the driveway.

      This woman could be an excellent source of information, he realized.

      “What happened?” Duke studied her face for any signs of deceit.

      So far, he didn’t see any. He only saw an annoyed neighbor who’d been kept awake most of the night.

      “I’m not sure. They’re usually so quiet, and I hardly hear a peep out of them. But as I was trying to get to sleep, I heard a commotion. I glanced out my window and saw probably six people out here and three different trucks. They were clearing everything out of this house. It was a craziest thing. I didn’t even see a for sale sign go up.”

      That did sound like the craziest thing.

      “They never mentioned moving to you?” Duke didn’t want to use any names just in case this guy didn’t go by Bobby.

      The woman shrugged. “You know how they are—they like to keep to themselves. They were polite enough, I suppose. But clearly very private.”

      He tried to remain calm as he asked, “How long did they live here?”

      She tilted her head, suddenly seeming more suspicious than earlier. “I thought you said you knew them?”

      “I haven’t known them long. It’s like you said, they are pretty private. But I wasn’t expecting them to be gone, and it just doesn’t make much sense to me.” He hoped his story sounded believable. He hadn’t thought any of this through.

      The woman stared at him a moment before slowly nodding as if appeased. “I agree. They’ve lived here about a year.”

      While the woman was being chatty, Duke grabbed his phone and found an old picture of Celeste. Asking this next question was risky, especially since it could mean blowing his cover.

      But he needed answers, and this might be his only chance.

      “I was friends more with Bobby than I was his wife. Was this the woman he’d been married to? I know it’s a weird question but . . . I thought I saw her out with another man. I was actually coming by to talk to him about it—before she woke up.”

      The woman took his phone and squinted as she stared at the picture. Recognition didn’t exactly flood her features.

      She handed the phone back and shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Maybe? That wasn’t the response Duke had been expecting.

      “You never saw her close enough?” Duke tried to clarify.

      “I guess you could say that. I mean, I saw her. But, like I said, she never stuck around to talk. I can say this . . . that photo looks a lot like her. But can I say with 100 percent certainty that it was? No, unfortunately, I can’t.”

      Disappointment cut deep inside him.

      Was he right back to where he started?

      That was how it felt.

      “I wonder if my friend quit his job,” Duke finally murmured, still fishing for information and trying to regroup. “Maybe that’s why they left.”

      “You mean with the college?” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Good question.”

      The man worked at a college? Maybe that explained why he said on his social media profile that he worked as a mind controller.

      If the man was a teacher, that meant he influenced college kids and the way they thought. He helped shape their worldviews—a power that could be used for good or evil, depending on which side of the fence a person was on.

      Suddenly, it made sense.

      Duke stepped toward the door, ready to leave before the woman became too suspicious. “Thank you for your time, and I’m sorry if I frightened you. I was just concerned when I got here and saw they were gone. Then I found the back door open.”

      The neighbor pulled her thick cardigan over her chest as if chilled. “You have every right to be concerned. I hope they’re okay. They seemed like a nice couple . . . but they were always so jumpy, like something wasn’t quite normal.”

      Jumpy? That was an interesting way to describe them.

      Who exactly were those people, and what were they hiding?

      That was what Duke needed to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Duke climbed back in his SUV and stared at Bobby’s house another moment.

      This wasn’t how he’d expected his day to start out.

      It was anything but.

      Then another thought hit him.

      If Duke hadn’t been distracted with this other investigation, he might have answers right now.

      One of the only reasons he hadn’t come back here earlier was because of the murder club. He’d felt an obligation to them to carry through what they had started.

      But that same obligation had caused him to miss this opportunity—an opportunity he had been waiting to find for two years.

      How could he have become distracted like this?

      He knew. He’d gotten a little too comfortable.

      Had started to let down his guard a little too much.

      He’d shifted his focus from finding Celeste to trying to solve other mysteries.

      That had clearly been a mistake.

      It was too late to correct the past.

      But Duke could make sure this didn’t happen again in the future.

      Tension grew between his shoulders as he started the SUV and headed down the road.

      He didn’t like making mistakes.

      Mistakes like letting Celeste go on that hiking trip by herself.

      Sure, she was her own person.

      But he should have tried harder to talk her out of it. Or he should have taken time off work so he could go with her.

      Mistake.

      Just like he should have stepped back from his work after Celeste went missing.

      The distraction of her disappearance had clouded his thoughts. Which had proven deadly because he’d been deep undercover at the time.

      The investigation had been compromised. One of his colleagues had died.

      Also a mistake—a major one.

      Duke didn’t want his life to be defined by his mistakes.

      He couldn’t bring his colleague back. But he would do anything he could to bring Celeste back, if possible.

      Duke headed toward the hotel, knowing exactly what he needed to do.

      No more mistakes.

      No more.
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      Andi ate her last bite of corned beef hash.

      As she’d eaten, she’d given everyone the update on Theodore and Alfonso between bites. After they’d all finished, they moved into the conference room and chatted for several minutes before their meeting began.

      Mariella had put the murder board back together, Andi noted. It didn’t look like it did before. In fact, all the papers and photos once so artistic and neat had been taped back together. Her fancy decorations were gone.

      The board looked as if it had been through a war zone.

      But it was there, proof that the gang hadn’t given up yet.

      She glanced at her watch. It was already 10:15.

      And Duke wasn’t here yet.

      That was unlike him.

      Had something happened?

      “It’s time for us to get started,” Mariella announced. “Anyone know where Duke is?”

      Everyone else at the table murmured their concern. A couple people glanced at Andi as if she might have answers.

      She didn’t.

      Wasting no more time, she picked up her phone and dialed his number.

      But the call went right to voicemail.

      Was he not answering her call because of last night?

      Or what if something had happened to him? Sure, he was strong and well-trained. But that didn’t mean he was invincible.

      Her nerves stretched tight inside her, and her heart began that thrashing thing it did.

      Suddenly, she straightened. “I’m going to go check his room. Maybe he’s just really tired. It was a long night.”

      Everyone at the table nodded, but no one really looked like they believed her. They knew Duke like she did. He was a punctual kind of guy.

      Andi stood from the table so quickly that her chair crashed behind her. She fumbled to straighten it, flashed a self-conscious smile at everyone, and then stepped into the lobby.

      As she did, Duke strode in the front door.

      Relief filled her.

      Relief that was quickly replaced with concern.

      Something was wrong.

      “Hey.” Andi paused in front of him, trying to read his expression. “I didn’t realize you’d gone somewhere.”

      Something was definitely wrong—his cheeks were red. His eyes flashed with some unknown emotion. His steps appeared brisk, and his muscles hard.

      The earlier memories of their almost-kiss faded from her mind, suddenly not seeming as important.

      Something else was going on here right now.

      “Duke?” She stared up at him, waiting for answers.

      “This was a mistake,” he started.

      “What was a mistake?” Was he talking about their almost-kiss? Why would he bring that up here in public? It almost felt disrespectful.

      “All of this.” He spread his hand around him to make it clear everything was included. “This murder club. Coming here. Pretending to be friends.”

      Andi blanched, almost as if she’d been slapped. Was he referring to her? Was he just pretending they’d bonded?

      But why would he do that?

      She had no idea what was going through Duke’s head right now.

      She’d never seen him like this before, and she needed to give him the benefit of the doubt. But he seemed on the brink of doing something . . . stupid.

      She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Duke, what’s going on?”

      “Bobby’s gone.” His jaw hardened as he said the words, not bothering to remain quiet. He wanted anyone close to know.

      Andi shifted her weight from one foot to the other as she processed what he’d said. “You went to go see Bobby on your own?”

      She didn’t know why that stung. But it did.

      Investigating somehow felt like something they were supposed to do together.

      “I just wanted to talk,” he explained. “To find out answers and to stop skirting around the truth. But when I got there, his whole house was empty.”

      Andi pressed her hand over her mouth. She hadn’t seen that coming—not even close. Why in the world . . . ?

      She would ask questions later.

      Right now, she stared up at her friend. Or pretend friend. Or whatever they were.

      “Oh, Duke . . .” she murmured. “I’m so sorry.”

      His gaze narrowed. “If I hadn’t been distracted with this case, then maybe I would know where Celeste was right now.”

      She sucked in a breath at his sharp words. “Duke . . . what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying being a part of this murder club was a mistake.” He sliced his hand through the air before announcing, “And I’m out.”

      “What?” The word came out at a whisper. “Leaving isn’t going to solve your problems.”

      “But staying isn’t going to help me either.”

      She stared at him until another voice piped in behind her. “You’re leaving?”

      Andi glanced over her shoulder and saw Mariella standing there, along with the rest of the murder club.

      Suddenly, they all began talking at once.

      The emotion in their voices was causing a scene, and people began to stare.

      “How about we go to the conference room and continue this conversation in private?” Andi suggested.

      Duke’s gaze still appeared stormy as he nodded. But he followed them silently into their meeting room. It was almost as if no one dared to speak.

      Finally, they were all inside with the door closed. They all stood in a circle facing each other.

      Andi braced herself for whatever Duke was about to say.

      But this was one of those world-shifting moments.

      She felt it in her bones.

      Even though this group hadn’t been together long, they were making progress—both as a group and as amateur sleuths.

      But Andi knew nothing would be the same after this conversation.
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        * * *

      

      Duke saw everyone staring at him with questions in their gazes, but their apprehension didn’t faze him.

      He was too wound up.

      He had too much on his mind.

      The reminder of his mistakes pressed on him with a vengeance.

      Simmy stepped closer, compassion written all over her kind features. “What’s really going on, Duke?”

      “What’s really going on is that someone in this group is going to eventually be killed, and I can’t be responsible for that.” His words came out sharper than he’d intended.

      He hadn’t even realized how much that concern was part of his thought process. But he knew his words were the truth.

      Andi had almost gotten killed last night. If they didn’t back off, incidents like that would continue to happen—but next time, they might not be so lucky.

      “This whole thing was a bad idea.” Duke shook his head as his voice sliced through the air, leaving no room for doubt as to where he stood with this.

      “We solved a murder,” Mariella reminded him. “That’s not a bad thing.”

      “No, but how much of that was our investigation and how much of it was simply luck? The police would have caught that guy eventually.”

      “Would they have?” Andi piped in, crossing her arms as her gaze hardened. “It wasn’t as if we didn’t do our own investigation and uncover our own answers.”

      “And it’s not as if we almost didn’t get killed then either,” Ranger muttered.

      Hearing Ranger speak caused something else to ignite inside Duke, and he turned toward the man. “And you . . . why are you even a part of this?”

      Simmy gasped. “Duke . . . that wasn’t called for.”

      Duke flipped a hand in the air. “No, really. I mean, I get why Mariella wants to do this. She’s an entertainer, and she wants to regale people with true crime stories. Matthew is good with computers, so this podcast is right up his alley.”

      No one argued so he continued.

      “Simmy, you care about people, and you’ll do whatever it takes to help them—and to carry on your dad’s legacy.” Then his gaze turned toward Andi. “And Andi . . . you’re just naturally gifted at these types of things. I get why the four of you want to do this. I mean, it still seems like a big commitment to come together as a group of virtual strangers to do something like this. But what I don’t get is why Ranger is involved.” He turned toward the man. “Would you care to explain?”

      “You don’t owe us an explanation.” Simmy’s voice sounded kind toward Ranger but almost chiding toward Duke.

      Duke had expected as much.

      “No, it’s okay.” Ranger bristled as he glared at Duke. “I’m here because my world was turned upside down, and I’ve been trying to find my way ever since. I thought this group might help bring me back to life, so to speak.”

      “Why was your world turned upside down?” Simmy asked softly.

      Ranger’s gaze darkened. “I’d rather not say, but it wasn’t of my own doing. I’m not the same person today that I was five years ago. But I’m here, and I’m trying to do better. To be my best. To find my footing.”

      Duke took a step back and shook his head vehemently. “Look, I want you to find your footing also. I want everyone here to find their footing. And the last thing I want to do is to disappoint anybody. But I can’t do this anymore. I convinced myself to give it a chance, but I’ve examined every angle, and I realize it’s just a bad idea. I’m sorry.”

      Ranger stepped back from the circle also. “You know what? I agree with Duke. This is a bad idea.”

      “You guys . . .” Mariella frowned as she glanced at everyone. “Don’t give up on us yet. We’re just getting started. Think of all the good we can do.”

      “I thought we were a team,” Simmy said. “That we were going to give this a shot.”

      Duke glanced at Andi, waiting for whatever she had to say.

      Honestly, she was the last person he wanted to look at.

      He didn’t want to see what might be in her gaze.

      But the look there wasn’t what he expected.

      Maybe he’d expected sadness or disappointment.

      Instead, she looked angry.

      “If that’s how you feel then you should just go,” she said, her voice hard. “We only need people involved with this who are committed. Who truly want to make a difference in this world by helping the families and friends of these crime victims. If you’re not all in, then you’re just going to hold us back.”

      Duke stared at her, and she stared back.

      Then with a nod, he stormed back to his room to get his things.

      He’d known that conversation wouldn’t be easy. It hadn’t been.

      But it was over.

      He’d done what he needed to do.

      Now he needed to move on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Andi still reeled from the conversation.

      Duke had really just quit.

      And apparently Ranger had also.

      That left her, Simmy, Mariella, and Matthew standing in the conference room staring at each other.

      Tears formed in Mariella’s gaze, and she squeezed the skin between her eyes as she looked away.

      Simmy held a hand over her forehead as if she had a headache.

      And Matthew looked annoyed as he muttered things under his breath with a pinched expression.

      Andi glanced away a moment. Saw the murder board with its torn photos and rumpled information.

      It almost seemed as if it had been a warning of what was to come.

      The once colorful, cohesive group was now torn apart.

      She looked back at the remaining members of the murder club, feeling a new resolve form inside her.

      “That was unexpected,” Andi started, knowing that someone needed to step up.

      “I can’t believe this.” Mariella looked to the ceiling as if exasperated. “And we were doing so well.”

      “We definitely need to regroup,” Andi said. “Maybe while we’re doing that, we need to figure out our why.”

      Mariella cut a glance at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we need to figure out why we’re doing this. What is our purpose? If we don’t have the right motivation, then all of this is for nothing.”

      “Our motivation is to help people.” Mariella’s voice lilted with offense. “Of course.”

      “But is that really it?” Andi glanced at Mariella. “Or is this about the money?”

      Unfortunately, Andi had asked herself that question before. She’d questioned exactly why Mariella was involved with this. Sure, someone needed to have some business sense to get this podcast off the ground. But was that Mariella’s only driving force?

      Mariella’s eyes narrowed.

      Andi had hit a nerve.

      “Like I said earlier, money is a factor, and we’d be a fool to deny that was the truth.” Mariella raised her chin defensively. “Being a social media influencer is what I do to earn a living. Now I’d like to turn my influence from beauty and travel to making the world a better place. Is that wrong?”

      “No one is saying it’s wrong,” Simmy said, ever the peacemaker. “I think Andi just wants to know we’re all on the same page when we proceed.”

      “I thought we all were on the same page.” Mariella’s lips pulled downward in a pout.

      Andi glanced around the circle—more of a square now—trying to figure out what to say next. She needed to take everyone’s emotions down a notch while still addressing some difficult issues.

      If this group was going to disband, then this was a good time for it to happen. It was better now than later after they’d invested too much time.

      Was this podcast a crazy idea? Or was it something that could truly work?

      Those were legitimate questions.

      “I’d love nothing more than to continue my father’s legacy,” Simmy finally said as she rolled her shoulders back. “I didn’t know him very well, but every time we work on this podcast, I feel closer to him.”

      Andi’s heart softened some. The explanation made sense. A lot of sense.

      She glanced at Matthew and waited for him to speak.

      “This is the best thing I’ve ever done,” Matthew finally admitted with a shrug. “I’ve had job offers from numerous tech companies. I don’t want them. I want to do something that gives me a personal sense of satisfaction.”

      Something else Andi didn’t know.

      Then she waited for Mariella to speak.

      After a moment, she cleared her throat. “I just want to prove to myself that I’m a good person. That I’m more than a pretty face. That I’m more than the sum of my mistakes.”

      The sum of her mistakes? What did that mean?

      What exactly had happened to Mariella for her to make this big life change? To move to Alaska’s interior? To start a new career away from her old life in California?

      At times, Andi had been tempted to research the woman’s background.

      But the truth was that Andi didn’t want people looking into her own background, so she’d decided not to look into other people’s either.

      She knew life didn’t always—or often—work that way.

      But that was what she’d decided.

      “So what do we do?” Simmy glanced around the circle.

      “It sounds like we’re all in, and we all have our own valid reasons for being here,” Andi said. “Do you all agree?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “We’re getting closer to answers,” Andi continued. “We can’t back off now.”

      “I agree,” Matthew said.

      “Then I say we sit down and revisit our game plan,” Andi said. “Let’s figure out how to find answers. We can do this together, with or without Duke and Ranger.”

      As the words left her lips, she realized that more than anything she wanted to do this with Duke and Ranger.

      Duke especially.

      What had happened to change his mind like that? Was it the Bobby situation? The fact that the man’s house was cleared out?

      That must have triggered something in him.

      Should she go after him? Ask questions?

      Or did this have something to do with their near kiss?

      She had no idea.

      Maybe it was better to give him some space.

      For now, at least.
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        * * *

      

      Duke grabbed his things from his room and stormed to his SUV without so much as checking out of the hotel. He could always do that over the phone later. Or he could eat the cost. He didn’t care right now.

      Right now, he only wanted to be away from everything and everyone.

      His insides still felt wound up tighter than a miser’s pocket.

      Maybe he hadn’t handled that conversation with the murder club the way that he should. He knew that.

      But he’d meant his words. The group was in over their heads. He wasn’t going to stick around and be complicit as they got themselves hurt.

      In fact, he hoped that by dropping out, others would change their minds also. It would be best for all of them if they just returned to their old lives. To pick up where they’d left off before they’d been thrown together last month in the Arctic Circle.

      That might prove to be easier said than done. Some people might think that they’d been thrown together for a reason. That their paths had crossed for a purpose.

      He had trouble seeing that.

      Right now, Duke needed to figure out what he was going to do. Church was over so he’d missed that opportunity. He could go back to Bobby Lad’s house and question more neighbors—although Duke would guess, based on talking to the other neighbor, that no one would know anything.

      But that neighbor had said something about Bobby working as a professor. So looking into that could be a possibility. There was one big university here in Fairbanks and several smaller ones. But Duke could look through the pictures on those websites and see if he could identify the man known as Bobby Lad.

      With any luck, maybe Bobby and this mystery woman hadn’t gotten out of town. Maybe they had simply left that house.

      But it still didn’t make sense why they’d left as they had, Duke mused. He started down the road, his muscles wound so tightly that they ached.

      Would Bobby and this woman really have packed up and run because they knew Duke had discovered them?

      He wasn’t sure.

      Why would Celeste want to fake her disappearance and cause Duke all this worry? If she didn’t want to be with him, then why didn’t she just break up? Why go through these shenanigans?

      Because now he was feeling more and more as if that had been Celeste he’d seen yesterday. It was the only explanation that made sense.

      Duke’s head started to pound.

      He reached his small house and stomped up the front steps before slipping inside.

      He dropped his things near the door and went straight to his fireplace where a picture of him and Celeste was displayed on the mantle.

      The photo had been taken at Jenny Lake in the Grand Teton National Park. It had been their favorite place to go hiking. The mountain range rose behind them as their faces pressed together.

      Both wore stocking caps. Even though it had been May, it still snowed that day, making everything gray around them. But the clouds had cleared just enough for them to see the mountain peaks for the picture.

      They’d had a picnic before hiking to their favorite waterfall. Afterward, they’d gone to Schwabacher Landing at sunset, where they’d seen a moose meandering in the water.

      It had been one of the best days ever.

      Hot tears pressed at his eyes.

      Before Duke could stop himself, he opened that email Matthew had sent him. The one with the messages between Bobby and Celeste/Ella.

      He hadn’t read the last one yet. He hadn’t wanted to.

      But now he had to.

      He sat on the couch, dread pooling in his stomach.

      Then he began reading.

      
        
        Bobby: Soon we’ll be together. I can’t wait.

      

        

      
        Ella: Are you sure this is what we should do?

      

        

      
        Bobby: It’s the only way.

      

        

      
        Ella: I can’t wait to be with you forever. I love you.

      

      

      That was the last correspondence.

      Duke’s head throbbed.

      He’d given up everything to find Celeste.

      What if Celeste had purposely left him? If she’d given up everything to disappear?

      It still didn’t make any sense to him, but it was a possibility Duke needed to face.
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      The gang spent the next hour discussing how they would proceed.

      As they wrapped up, everyone took a job. Mariella needed to talk to some people about sponsorships, and Matthew needed to nail down some technical aspects of the production. The first episode of the podcast was supposed to release on Tuesday—in only two days.

      While Matthew and Mariella did that, Andi and Simmy would look into Alfonso’s background and see what they could find out.

      They dismissed themselves. But before Andi walked away, Matthew called to her.

      She wandered back to the conference room table and sat down beside him. “What’s going on?”

      “I thought I’d let you know that I looked into those pictures you asked me to research.”

      “And?” Andi’s breath caught as she waited for his response.

      Yesterday, she’d texted him the photos of the men meeting in Victor’s conference room and asked him to look into their identities on the downlow. He’d agreed.

      “I’m still doing some research, but I did figure out the identity of one of the men. His name is Tom Walsh. He’s actually a businessman from Boston, but he does a lot of work in Dubai and other Middle Eastern countries.”

      “Let me guess—he works in the oil industry?” Andi realized she just may have given away too much. But she needed to know if she was on the right track.

      Matthew nodded, surprise flashing in his gaze. “As a matter of fact, yes.”

      “Good work. You did that all by using some type of facial recognition?”

      Matthew’s face grew grimmer, and he shook his head. “Not exactly.”

      A bad feeling clenched her gut as she wondered about the meaning behind his words. “What do you mean?”

      Matthew shrugged. “I mean, I was reading the newspaper this morning, and I found an article on him.”

      Her gut clenched tighter. “What kind of article?”

      “An article saying that he died in a car crash last night just outside of Fairbanks.”

      Andi blinked with surprise. “What?”

      Matthew’s face remained grim, proving this wasn’t a joke of any sort. “It’s true. I don’t know if that information ties in with what you’re looking into. I don’t even know what you’re looking into. But I thought you’d want to know.”

      “Absolutely. Thank you for letting me know.”

      Matthew continued to stare at her. “I don’t want to sound like Duke right now, but whatever it is that you’re doing . . . be careful.”

      Andi couldn’t argue with that. Instead, she nodded, deciding to keep her response simple. “Thank you. I will.”

      She stood and drew in a deep breath.

      She needed a moment to compose herself after hearing that news.
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        * * *

      

      Andi and Simmy met in Andi’s room with their laptops in hand and sat on the couch.

      This was her least favorite way of investigating—online. But it seemed like the best place to start when it came to finding out additional information on Alfonso.

      However, her mind was on everything except Alfonso.

      Tom Walsh’s death.

      This morning’s drama.

      Duke.

      “I just can’t believe that Duke walked out on us,” Simmy murmured as she stared at her own laptop with an equally blank expression. “Ranger too. I wonder what happened that caused Duke to snap like this?”

      Andi bit back a frown and closed her laptop. “I don’t know.”

      She wasn’t about to tell Simmy she and Duke had almost kissed and that could have something to do with everything that had transpired this morning.

      “I can see that the two of you have gotten close.” Simmy cast Andi a fleeting glance.

      Maybe she didn’t need to tell Simmy. Maybe Simmy had already guessed it.

      “I guess ‘close’ is a relative term.” A surprising ache formed in her chest as she said the words.

      Simmy shrugged. “Maybe. But it was good to see him starting to loosen up a bit.”

      Andi turned toward Simmy, her curiosity growing. “I didn’t realize the two of you knew each other that well.”

      “He comes into the trading post sometimes three or four times a week. Over the past couple of years, we’ve had many opportunities to chat. Plus, after everything happened with Celeste, I suppose you could say we bonded.”

      “Grief can do that to you.”

      “It was an absolutely terrible day when Celeste didn’t show up.” Simmy shook her head, her eyes glazing. “I’ll never get it out of my mind.”

      Simmy shook her head as she stared at the window, her mind seeming to drift back in time.

      “That’s understandable,” Andi said. “I can only imagine what it was like to go through that.”

      Simmy paused and turned toward Andi, hesitating a moment before speaking. “Andi, the one thing you need to understand about Duke is that he’s the type of person who loves deeply.”

      “What do you mean?” Andi thought she knew what Simmy was referring to, but Andi needed more context to know where her friend was going with this. And why did Simmy think Andi needed to know this?

      “I’ve met a lot of people in my day, and so many people just want to live at a surface level.” Simmy leaned her head back, her voice more mellow than usual as if these thoughts were weighing heavily on her mind. “It’s a superficial level where you don’t get hurt because you don’t put yourself out there. You don’t allow yourself to dive deep with anyone, even yourself. But some people allow themselves to let down the guards around their heart and go all in. To give things everything they’ve got.”

      Andi tried to read between the lines of what her friend was saying. “And you think Duke is that kind of person?”

      Simmy nodded. “I do. I know he loved Celeste more than anything. Sure, their relationship wasn’t perfect. There’s no such thing as a perfect relationship. Or a perfect person for that matter. But he hurt deeply when she disappeared. And I think that’s why he hasn’t given up to this day when it comes to finding her.”

      “Good to know.” Was Simmy telling her this to give her some insight on Duke?

      Andi didn’t know. Though it was out of character for her, right now she wasn’t going to ask either.

      Instead, she cleared her throat. “I guess we should get back to work.”

      Simmy nodded, her gaze lingering on Andi a moment longer. “I guess we should.”

      They both turned back to their laptops so they could continue researching.

      Before they could get very far, footsteps sounded outside the room. Footsteps hurrying down the hallway as if there was an emergency.

      She and Simmy exchanged a look before rising. Andi opened the door and peered out just in time to see a few people disappear out the doorway at the end of the hotel wing.

      “What’s going on?” Andi murmured.

      “Let’s go find out.”

      Andi smiled at Simmy. “I knew I liked you.”

      They stepped into the hallway and crept down it. At the end, they opened the door leading outside to a glassed-in atrium where people could view the northern lights.

      The police were there.

      Before anyone noticed her, Andi stepped toward the atrium and peered inside.

      She let out a gasp when she saw an ice sculpture had been left in the center of the space.

      Her gaze fixated on the sculpture’s face.

      Why did it look so familiar?

      Why did it look like . . . Zandia?
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      Duke hopped on his computer and pulled up the website for the university in town. He clicked on a link listing all the staff and faculty members.

      Then he began to search those photos.

      He wanted to see if any of these people looked like Bobby Lad.

      Or perhaps one of these people could be Bobby Lad.

      Duke started at the top of the list and began to scroll. The photos weren’t organized alphabetically but instead by whichever school that professor or faculty member taught at.

      When he reached general studies, he paused.

      A familiar face stared back at him.

      Duke blinked several times in surprise when he saw the guy’s name.

      William Ladak.

      Duke scanned the guy’s bio. Professor Ladak had been teaching for ten years and had started at the University of Nebraska.

      Nebraska?

      Celeste, when she’d worked as a traveling nurse, had done a stint there for about six months.

      Again, coincidence?

      Duke had trouble believing that was the case. He would try to double-check the timeframe later, see if he could find out when Professor Ladak had been in Nebraska.

      Right now, he kept reading.

      Duke’s gaze stopped at the last paragraph of his bio.

      Professor Ladak has a passion for philosophy. He resides in Fairbanks with his gorgeous wife, and together they enjoy living in the most beautiful state in the country and exploring all of the many hiking trails offered.

      That sounded exactly like Celeste. She loved nothing more than hiking. It was part of the reason she wanted to be a traveling nurse—she wanted to see different parts of the country and explore.

      But Alaska had always been at the top of her list.

      Gates of the Arctic National Park in particular.

      The very place where she’d gone missing.

      Had this William guy ever gone hiking there?

      Duke remembered how Ranger said he’d seen Celeste on the hiking trail. Duke had assumed Celeste had been alone.

      But what if she and William had gone together?

      Then another memory hit him.

      A memory of when he and Celeste had visited the Grand Tetons. As they were staring at the mountains, she’d said, “‘On the mountains of truth you can never climb in vain: either you will reach a point higher up today, or you will be training your powers so that you will be able to climb higher tomorrow.’”

      Duke had looked at her twice. “Where did that quote from?”

      “Friedrich Nietzsche.”

      “Who is that?”

      “The German philosopher. You haven’t heard of him?”

      He’d raised an eyebrow. “Can’t say I have.”

      “He’s wonderful.”

      “Since when did you start liking philosophers?”

      She’d shrugged and continued to stare at the mountains. “Maybe I’ve been doing some reading while you were deployed. What can I say?”

      He’d thought it was strange at the time. But he’d brushed it off.

      What if Celeste only knew that quote because of William Ladak? What if they had been talking? If William was the one who’d introduced her to philosophy?

      Duke knew he was making a lot of assumptions.

      He still had a lot more to think about.

      But there was no way he could let this go.
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        * * *

      

      Andi and Simmy stuck around the atrium for as long as they could—which was only a few minutes. Then they’d been ushered away.

      But Andi couldn’t stop thinking about Zandia.

      Zandia . . . she and Duke had just talked to her a couple of days ago.

      In that short time period, someone had grabbed her, killed her, and made this sculpture.

      It didn’t even seem possible.

      Why Zandia? Was it because the woman had spoken with Duke and Andi?

      Her gut told her that wasn’t the case.

      Then why?

      She couldn’t get the haunting image out of her mind.

      She and Simmy headed back to the conference room. The group had decided to meet for lunch and share anything they’d learned.

      But reality pressed in on Andi.

      Everyone was supposed to check out of the hotel tomorrow, and the first episode of the podcast was due to release on Tuesday.

      In some ways, it didn’t feel as if they’d made that much progress. Sure, they’d uncovered some leads. But all their plans had been turned upside down with the discovery of those frozen women in the river.

      The very reason they’d come together to meet had been nearly forgotten.

      Was that a mistake? Would things be different right now if they’d decided to stick with their original plan and look into the Missing Women of Dalton Highway?

      Andi didn’t believe in looking backward and second-guessing herself. It did no good. But the notion was tempting right now.

      She and Simmy walked into the conference room and spotted Matthew sitting at his computer. He’d apparently camped out here to do his research.

      He glanced up and saw her before announcing, “Andi. Simmy. Good. I’ve got something you both will want to see.”

      Andi sat down on one side of him and Simmy on the other.

      “First, we need to tell you an update,” Andi started.

      She told him about the newest ice sculpture. Her words didn’t even feel real as they left her lips.

      Matthew ran a hand through his hair and let out a heavy sigh. “I can’t believe that.”

      “Neither can we,” Simmy murmured.

      “This guy’s timeline . . . it’s accelerating. At least, from everything I can surmise, it is. It’s almost like he’s in a hurry or something.”

      “Or obsessive,” Simmy offered.

      Andi swallowed hard. She didn’t even want to think about that. But Simmy was right.

      Something had changed.

      She shifted her thoughts away from the atrocity of this and back to the facts. “Now, what did you want to show us?”

      Matthew drew in a shaky breath as if bracing himself for what he was about to say. “If I’m correct, all the women who went missing were involved someway in prostitution.”

      “What?” Andi blinked. She hadn’t expected that.

      He nodded. “Yeah, it wasn’t easy to find. But I did a little digging. I may have even hacked into some of the women’s social media accounts and read some messages. Those messages all led me back to a website called Good Time Girls. Creative, huh? It’s on the dark web so most people don’t know about it. But anyway, almost all of our victims were on there.”

      Andi leaned back hard in her chair as she processed that. So that was how this guy was finding these women.

      “Tell me more,” she said.

      Matthew shrugged. “I’m going to keep investigating, but it appears it’s a membership club that men join. Then they pick their women, and they meet . . . maybe at hotels like this one.”

      “I shouldn’t be surprised,” Andi murmured. “I guess that’s the link we’ve been looking for.”

      “I’m going to see what else I can find out. See if I can get a list of the members’ names. Then I’ll fill Gibson in so he can be in the loop—of course.”

      “Good work,” she told Matthew.

      He practically beamed. “Thanks. At least it’s something to go on, right?”

      “It’s a lot to go on,” Andi said. “It gives us another direction to look. When Mariella gets here, we can figure out how to proceed with that. But I think it will be a great way to start one of our episodes.”

      “I agree.” He glanced at his watch. “Speaking of Mariella . . . where is she? I mean, she’s chronically late. But she’s been doing much better this weekend.”

      “Maybe she got caught up in talking to one of the sponsors,” Simmy suggested. “You know how you have to schmooze people sometimes. That’s Mariella’s gig. Maybe it’s taking longer than she thought.”

      They chatted for several more minutes, but Mariella was still a no-show. The whole thing seemed a little bit like deja vu after what happened with Duke earlier.

      “Let me try to call her.” Matthew picked up his phone and dialed her number. A few moments later, he lowered his cell and frowned. “She’s not answering. That’s not like her. You know Mariella always has her phone attached to her.”

      A bad feeling began to brew in Andi’s gut.

      She desperately hoped she was overreacting and that this was nothing. But worst-case scenarios wanted to pummel her.

      Matthew stood, a quiver of anxiety filling his gaze. “Maybe I should go to the room and see if she’s there.”

      “Would you like for us to come with you?” Simmy asked.

      “Nah.” He waved his hand in the air. “I’ll be fine. Just give me a minute.”

      Andi and Simmy exchanged a look.

      Given everything that had happened, no one would blame them for their paranoia.

      Andi hoped that was all it was. Extravagant distrust and overactive imaginations.

      She paced a few minutes and ended up in the lobby, killing time until Mariella showed up or Matthew returned. Simmy walked with her.

      As she stood nearly hidden behind a thick wooden post, she saw Warren, the hotel manager, leaning over to talk with someone in a shadowed area near the check-in desk. The woman handed him something.

      “Do you see that?” Simmy whispered, her gaze also on the exchange.

      “I sure do . . .”

      Andi kept watching. Warren’s hands trembled as he took whatever the woman was giving him.

      Then he opened his palm.

      Money, it appeared.

      Cash.

      Warren’s gaze darted around as he pocketed the bills.

      Why would someone be giving Warren cash?

      “What do you think that was about?” Simmy whispered.

      Andi remembered the whole Good Time Girls discovery. The fact that these men were secretly meeting women—probably somewhere their spouses wouldn’t find out about. They would need to be discrete.

      Then another thought hit her.

      What if someone was paying Warren off for him to let these Good Time Girls use rooms here at the hotel? This was near where the bodies had been discovered, so it only made sense that this hotel could be a location these men liked to frequent . . . including the killer.

      If that was the case . . . then Warren could be involved with this.

      Or he could be working for Alfonso under the table.

      There were so many possibilities right now.

      Andi wanted to talk with the guy.

      As she started toward him, Matthew stepped off the elevator and headed toward them.

      Based on the look on his face, he had something important to say.

      Andi quickly glanced over and saw Warren disappear into his office. She made a mental note to talk to him later.

      In the meantime, she turned back to Matthew. “What’s going on?”

      His wide eyes met hers. “Mariella’s not in the room. She’s not answering her phone. And her car is still in the parking lot. I have no idea where she might be.”

      More worst-case scenarios flooded Andi’s mind.

      She tried to keep them at bay.

      But it was no use.

      What if something had happened to Mariella?

      For the first time in a long time, Andi began to pray.
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      Andi, Simmy, and Matthew searched the hotel.

      They needed to know for certain that Mariella was gone before they notified the police. No need to cry wolf if this was simply a misunderstanding.

      But Mariella was nowhere to be found.

      Andi’s heart pounded harder at the thought.

      What could have happened to her?

      As they assembled back in the conference room, Andi called Gibson. He was in the atrium but promised to meet them soon.

      But Andi felt beside herself as she waited. Her thoughts continued to race, to imagine the scenarios Mariella might be in right now.

      “Should we call Duke and Ranger?” Simmy glanced at them.

      “I don’t know . . .” Matthew ran a hand through his hair again, leaving it standing on end. His face was pale—too pale. His eyes looked bloodshot already. “I don’t know what to do. Do you think the Ice Fairy Killer grabbed her?”

      “Mariella doesn’t fit the description of the rest of the women,” Simmy assured him. “Remember, they were all engaged in some type of prostitution.”

      “You’re right. That doesn’t fit.” Andi tapped her foot, wishing she felt reassured. Then why didn’t she?

      Matthew went still and didn’t say anything as he stood in front of them. His breathing suddenly seemed even more shallow and his skin even paler.

      “Matthew?” Andi tilted her head as she studied his face. His reaction made her curious. What was she missing? “Is there anything you need to tell us?”

      He seemed to come back down to reality as his gaze met Simmy’s, then Andi’s. “Mariella was never a prostitute,” he blurted. “But people called her one.”

      “What?” Simmy’s shocked voice came out as a whisper.

      Matthew ran a hand over his face, unable to hide his inner turmoil. “It’s complicated. But there was a reason Mariella gave up being a beauty and travel influencer.”

      Andi’s lungs seemed to freeze at the revelation.

      “You don’t have to tell us . . .” Simmy squeezed his arm, her nurturing side emerging again. This was clearly uncomfortable—and something Mariella hadn’t wanted them to know.

      “No, I feel like I should explain.” Matthew’s expression tightened before he finally let out a long, drawn-out breath. “I’m protective of my sister, you know? That’s one of the reasons why I didn’t take another job. I wanted to be close to her. She’s beautiful and charismatic, but she doesn’t always have common sense, and that’s gotten her into some trouble.”

      They waited for him to continue.

      “Look, Mariella didn’t want anyone to know because she didn’t want you to think less of her.” Matthew’s cheeks reddened. “The truth is, she got caught up in a relationship with a guy who was a real jerk.”

      “What happened?” Andi held her breath as she waited to hear the rest. She could only imagine where it might go.

      She couldn’t fault Mariella for getting caught up with a jerk. Andi had been there and done that also. She’d venture to say most women had dated the wrong guy at some point.

      “I’m not going to paint you a picture of her that’s not true,” Matthew continued. “But Mariella got involved in the party scene. She was getting these endorsement deals from major companies. Being invited to events with celebrities and the uber wealthy. Stuff like that can change you, you know? Especially when you grew up pretty poor.”

      Andi wouldn’t have guessed Mariella and Matthew grew up poor, but she kept listening. That was a conversation for another day.

      “She started dating this guy named Mark. He’d been in a few movies—small roles, but in his mind, he was a superstar and deserved everything he wanted. I really didn’t like him. Not long after they started dating, my sister started drinking—a lot. It was what everyone in that crowd did, almost like they couldn’t have fun unless they were all plastered.”

      “Go on.” Andi’s muscles tightened with dread.

      Matthew ran a hand over his face, his gaze now haggard. “One morning, Mariella called and asked me to pick her up from a hotel in downtown LA. She didn’t sound like herself. She said she’d tried to call Mark, but he hadn’t answered. A few hours after I picked her up, Mark finally texted. He wasn’t concerned about her well-being, however. Instead, he was trying to blackmail her.”

      Simmy gasped. “Blackmail her how?”

      “He said if she didn’t pay a lot of money that he would release some photos of her.”

      Andi sucked in a breath as facts began to click in place. “No . . .”

      Matthew nodded, his expression grim. “Yes.”

      “Did Mariella pay?” Simmy asked.

      “No, she refused,” Matthew said. “So Mark released some provocative photos that Mariella didn’t even remember being taken. She was too inebriated at the time it happened. Then Mark started a narrative that my sister was only successful because she slept her way to the top. He made up a bunch of stuff to ruin her reputation. She was devastated.”

      “I can imagine,” Andi murmured. “That’s terrible. I’m sorry, Matthew.”

      He shrugged, his motions stiff. “It was tough, to say the least. Tougher on her than me, although it’s always disheartening to see people you love suffer. But she learned some big lessons. She’s not the same person now that she was then.”

      “What do you mean?” Simmy crossed her arms and rested her chin in one of her hands.

      “Mariella did a total one-eighty after that,” Matthew continued. “She never hung out with that crowd again, she stopped drinking completely, and she knew she wanted out of the beauty influencer scene. At first, she decided to try being a travel influencer instead—it’s what brought us to Alaska. But it wasn’t really her thing. Then she discovered true crime. She thought maybe she could help others the way she hadn’t been able to help herself.”

      “Those photos . . . that’s why this guy might classify her as a ‘Good Time Girl.’” Andi shook her head as the raw facts clicked together in her mind.

      Mariella did fit that description—at least in the killer’s mind.

      That meant all the worst-case scenarios Andi had been fighting might be accurate after all.

      The blood left her head at the thought.

      She looked up as someone knocked at the door and stepped into the room.

      Gibson. They needed to tell him what they’d learned. Tell him about Mariella.

      Andi prayed—yes, earnestly prayed—that he could help.

      There was no doubt left in her mind that Mariella was in danger.
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        * * *

      

      Duke stepped from the main admin building at the university and frowned.

      He’d just happened to run into one of the university’s administrators. The man wasn’t supposed to be here on a Sunday, but he’d come by his office to grab something.

      It turned out that man had gone to the same Bible study Duke attended.

      The two of them had chitchatted several minutes and, as soon as Duke had seen his opening, he’d inquired about William Ladak.

      His acquaintance hadn’t thought twice about opening up.

      Apparently, William had begun working at the university about a year and a half ago, and he taught sociology.

      Just this morning, the administrator had received a notice of William’s immediate resignation.

      A year and a half would fit the time frame since Celeste had disappeared.

      Duke didn’t want conspiracies to form in his mind. But they were anyway. He couldn’t stop thinking about the possibility that William was somehow involved.

      What if William Ladak had kidnapped Celeste? Brainwashed her? Maybe Celeste wasn’t with that man by her own free will.

      There still remained the possibility that maybe it wasn’t Celeste at all. Maybe the fact this woman looked like Celeste was a coincidence. Maybe the woman had simply used Celeste’s pictures in those online communications to better hide her real identity.

      But William had used his actual picture with a fake name.

      Duke let out a long breath and rubbed his hand over his face.

      Just when he had thought that things couldn’t get more complicated, they had.

      Duke still wasn’t sure where to look next in order to find answers about this guy. It appeared William Ladak had packed up his things and left town.

      As a last resort Duke could contact one of his old colleagues with the CID and see if they could help him track down information.

      He’d told himself he wouldn’t do that, but he was beginning to change his mind. Using his contacts seemed like a better and better idea all the time.

      He paused outside the university as a familiar face caught his eye.

      Was that . . . ?

      His shoulders tightened.

      It was.

      Wayne Devou.

      The hitman Duke had seen talking to Victor Goodman.

      What was he doing here?

      The guy took long strides across the sidewalk as if he had a purpose.

      Carefully, Duke began to tail him, anxious to see exactly what this guy might be up to.

      Duke hoped all his theories were wrong. Not just about Celeste but about this guy also.

      The man climbed into an old, dark-green SUV and started the engine.

      Duke remained close as he watched.

      The man was on his phone, nodding as if getting instructions from someone.

      A moment later, he pulled away.

      Duke quickened his steps and began to follow Wayne. It would be difficult on foot to keep track of this guy since he was driving.

      But a number of traffic lights dotted the road around them, and they just might be the great equalizer. Duke knew that by the time he jumped back into his own SUV, this guy could be long gone.

      Just as Duke hoped, the guy got caught at the next light, which gave Duke the opportunity to get closer. The guy’s signal was on, so Duke started in that direction in anticipation of where he might be going.

      The guy’s phone still remained plastered to his ear as if he were caught up in an important conversation.

      As the guy veered to the right, Duke checked for cars and then ran across the street.

      He didn’t want to lose this guy.

      But he didn’t want to make it obvious he was following him either.

      As Wayne came to another light, Duke glanced around, wondering where he was going.

      He still wasn’t sure.

      But he would watch this guy a few minutes, just to be on the safe side.

      The only relief Duke felt was in knowing Wayne hadn’t driven to the hotel . . . yet the hotel was only two blocks away.

      Too close for Duke’s comfort.
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      I paced the room, marveling at myself and how easy my process had become.

      I had another block of ice just waiting to be carved.

      And I couldn’t wait to get busy.

      My latest inspiration was exquisite.

      Mariella Boucher stared at me from the corner of the basement. At least the space was clean and new. I’d had the house built using profits from my side business.

      My new abode was perfect in every way—from its location, to the oversized freezer I’d had installed, to this room where I could entertain my victims.

      I had to admit I was pretty proud of myself. I’d grown up with nothing only to achieve this. All it had taken was combining my business smarts with my artistic abilities.

      Now, I was making a name for myself.

      Even if people had no idea who I was.

      Mariella continued to stare at me, a look of contempt on her face. “I can’t believe it’s you, that you’re the Ice Fairy Killer.”

      I shrugged. “What can I say?”

      “Why did you pick me?” Her voice trembled with fear.

      I found the sound adorable. At least she felt some kind of emotion—unlike my mom. Her apathy had been pathetic.

      My gut tightened at the memories.

      “You caught my eye.” I paced closer so I could see her expression better in the dim light of the space. “And . . . I saw the photos. I know what you did.”

      Her face paled. “What I did? You mean, how I was set up?”

      “Call it what you want.” I paused in front of her, squatted, and observed her another moment. I studied the lovely lines of her face, neck, shoulders. Her button nose and curly hair that looked like it belonged in a Disney movie. “You are beautiful.”

      I tried to touch her face. I wanted to know if her skin was as soft as I imagined.

      But she pulled away as if repulsed.

      Anger swept through me. But I couldn’t give the emotion a stronghold in my life. Not yet.

      I needed to conserve my energy.

      Instead, I rose to my feet. I remembered my grand plan.

      That was what I needed to keep my eyes on.

      “Very well,” I told her. “Have it your way.”

      She stared at me, questions—and fear—in her gaze. “Are you going to throw me into the river like you did the rest of those women?”

      “Maybe.” Why beat around the bush? Certainly, she already knew everything that was coming for her.

      “I don’t understand. Why?” Her voice, though angry, cracked again. “What kind of kick do you get out of this?”

      No one else had ever asked me that. As reasons slammed into my mind, my muscles hardened. My mom’s image burned into my thoughts, and I didn’t want to think about her and what a failure she’d been.

      “It’s what you deserve.” My voice came out hot, almost seething.

      “But you don’t even know me.”

      “I know enough!” I didn’t owe Mariella an explanation. I didn’t owe anyone an account of my actions.

      I knew her friends would come looking for her soon.

      It was just a matter of time.

      However, I had other things I needed to attend to right at this moment.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I murmured.

      And I would.

      I had to get busy.

      I had no time to waste.

      I had to add another sculpture to my collection.

      And this one was going to be my ultimate masterpiece.
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      After they’d finished filling Gibson in, he took a step back.

      “We need to talk to our friendly hotel cop, Kip Klepinger,” Gibson announced.

      Andi hid a smile.

      He had the same impression of the man that she did.

      If only these circumstances were appropriate for humor.

      “Is that an invitation for us to go with you?” Andi stared up, trying not to look too hopeful.

      Gibson pressed his lips together in a wry frown. “Not all of you. That would be overwhelming. But one of you can come.”

      Simmy nudged Andi forward, and Andi didn’t complain. She wanted to know what Kip had to say too.

      “I’ll go listen in,” Andi said. “Can I play the role of the bad cop?”

      She was only half joking. Mariella was missing, and there was no time to play nice. Back when she’d practiced law, she’d used humor sometimes to diffuse tense situations. But she tried not to. It could be insensitive at times.

      Gibson gave her a stern look. “You’d have to be a cop in order to do that.”

      “Technicalities . . .” Andi shrugged and then looked back at Matthew and Simmy. “While I’m gone, you can keep looking, just in case.”

      They both agreed.

      Andi fell into step beside Gibson as he walked toward the security room located behind the check-in desk. Gibson knocked, and a moment later, Kip answered. His hair was disheveled, and at least four used coffee cups were scattered across his desk.

      “Hey there. You guys again.” He pushed his glasses up higher on his nose. “That’s probably not a good sign.”

      “We need to check the security footage again,” Gibson said.

      Kip’s eyebrows shot up. “Please, tell me something else didn’t happen.”

      “I take it you haven’t seen anything suspicious?” Gibson placed his hands on his hips as he spoke.

      “No, not really. Although today, Mr. Dominic had me doing some other things, so I haven’t been able to watch the monitors the whole time. I mean, that’s pretty normal, especially during the day. What time period are we looking at?”

      “Probably about an hour and a half ago,” Gibson said.

      Kip nodded. “That’s when I was running a fresh round of background checks for Mr. Dominic. We do that every year, but he expedited the process this year after everything that’s happened.”

      “Can we check the footage?” Gibson asked.

      “Of course.” Kip went back to his desk, nearly knocking over a cup of coffee in the process. He sat in the rolling chair and began to type.

      Meanwhile, Andi and Gibson stood behind him.

      Andi wasn’t sure if she wanted to see what had happened.

      But they had to find Mariella. There was no doubt about that.

      When Kip let out a grunt, Andi knew the sound probably didn’t signal good news.

      Gibson stepped closer.

      But Andi already knew what she was staring at.

      A blank screen.

      “You’re telling me that this jammer was activated again?” Gibson’s voice rose with frustration.

      Kip turned around in his chair to face them. “It must have been. I’m trying to hardwire our system—that way there’s no Wi-Fi signal to jam. But that’s going to take time.”

      “Do you know anything about these jammers?” Andi wasn’t even sure she’d recognize one if she saw it.

      He shrugged. “They’re illegal. They look like oversized walkie-talkies, only with more antennae. I suppose anyone could have one stashed in their baggage, and no one would be the wiser.”

      Andi repressed a sigh.

      It looked like they were back to where they’d started. At square one.

      That wasn’t okay . . . especially since Mariella’s life was on the line.
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        * * *

      

      Andi and Gibson walked back toward the lobby, chatting briefly about their conversation with Kip. A signal jammer made the most sense.

      She glanced around at the various people in the lobby—most of them with bags or backpacks.

      Any of them could have a jammer inside.

      She fought a frown.

      Gibson paused and turned toward her. “Where is the rest of the crew, by the way? Duke? Ranger?”

      “Long story, but it appears our merry little gang of armchair detectives is downsizing.” Her voice sounded strained as she offered the explanation.

      He clicked his tongue. “That’s too bad. You guys seem to have a good chemistry together. Not that I ever thought you should all work together, don’t get me wrong.”

      “I kind of thought we had good chemistry too. But not everyone agreed.”

      Gibson’s gaze locked with hers. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Thanks. Me too.” Her voice sounded throaty with emotion and disappointment.

      The fact that Duke was gone brought her a surprising measure of disappointment—disappointment she didn’t want to feel. It was better not to think about—and definitely better if she didn’t indulge in it.

      As soon as they reached the lobby, their conversation turned all business again.

      “We need to see if there are any witnesses,” Gibson said. “I’ll talk to people here at the hotel and see what I can find out.”

      Andi nodded toward the front desk. “How about we start with Leilani? She’s been very helpful so far.”

      “Very well then.”

      She and Gibson walked toward the desk—but she didn’t see Leilani.

      Just then, the front doors opened, and a gush of wind swept through the lobby.

      She turned to see Leilani rushing inside. She nearly looked frantic as she took her coat off and quickly hung it behind the desk. She straightened her blazer and nametag, ran a hand through her long, dark hair, and then turned toward them, still appearing frazzled.

      “Can I help you?” she rushed. “I’m sorry—I was on my break, and I lost track of time. Something else happened, didn’t it?”

      “One of my friends has disappeared,” Andi said.

      Leilani’s hand flew over her mouth. “What?”

      “Do you remember Mariella? The blonde, younger woman? She’s bubbly and outgoing.”

      “Yes, of course I remember her. She’s unforgettable.” Leilani nodded with fervor. “Looks like a Barbie doll.”

      “Yes, she’s the one,” Gibson confirmed. “Have you seen her today?”

      “Oh, yes. I saw her. At breakfast, I believe. She was telling me the corned beef hash was going to make her gain ten pounds, but that it tasted too good to pass up.”

      That sounded like Mariella. “How about after that?”

      Leilani seemed to think about it for a moment. “The last time I saw her was about an hour ago. She was walking outside.”

      “Outside?” Andi tilted her head. “Why would Mariella have gone outside? What was she doing? She was supposed to be following up with some of the show’s sponsors.”

      Andi and Gibson exchanged a glance.

      It appeared they knew where they needed to look next.
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      Andi and Gibson searched for clues outside, but they found nothing.

      They questioned several people, but again, no one had seen anything. It was an especially cold day, so not many people were out.

      That wasn’t working in their favor right now.

      Afterward, they met the rest of the gang in the conference room.

      “Did anybody else think of anything that might help us find her?” Gibson studied each of their faces.

      They all shook their heads.

      Gibson nodded slowly as if thinking through what he was about to say. “I did want to add something to what you told me earlier. I know we think these women may have had side gigs as prostitutes. However, we don’t believe these crimes are sexual in nature.”

      Andi crossed her arms as she processed his statement. “Then why target sex workers?”

      The corners of Gibson’s mouth pulled down in a frown. “It’s hard to say right now. But we wonder if maybe this goes back to something in the man’s past.”

      Andi rubbed her lips together, her words faltering for just a moment. “Look, this may not have anything to do with it, but I feel like I should at least mention one of my suspicions.”

      “Go for it.”

      She told him about Alfonso. About how he’d been the one who’d told her and Duke about the tunnel. About how he’d cornered her in the library today.

      “I’ll look into his background.” Gibson’s expression hardened. “Just in case.”

      “We looked into him earlier but didn’t discover anything. I’m sure your methods will be more thorough, however.” Andi’s throat still felt tight as she remembered everything that had happened.

      “I have to get going now. But I’ll keep you updated. I expect the same from you all.” Gibson gave them a pointed look.

      “Of course.” Andi nodded at him.

      “And don’t let yourself get cornered again, Andi.” Gibson’s gaze focused on her. “Next time you might not be so lucky.”
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        * * *

      

      The group stared at each other after Gibson left.

      His words echoed in Andi’s mind. Next time you might not be so lucky.

      She wanted to deny it.

      But she couldn’t. Because he was absolutely correct.

      She was dancing with danger right now. Even if she could excuse herself, she wasn’t sure she would.

      “We all just can’t stay here and do nothing.” Matthew’s voice cracked again as emotions churned in his gaze. “Not when my sister is missing.”

      “I just keep wondering if we should call in Duke and Ranger.” Simmy rubbed her arms, her oversized sweater looking more like a comfort blanket. This had clearly shaken her up.

      Mariella’s disappearance had shaken them all up.

      Maybe Andi shouldn’t worry about herself not being lucky next time.

      Mariella had already drawn the short straw—and the worst kind, at that. The kind that involved trauma and fear. Maybe pain and death.

      Andi was trying not to think like that, however.

      “Duke and Ranger made their feelings clear,” Andi reminded everyone. She hated to be a killjoy. But her words were honest.

      Simmy opened her mouth as if she wanted to refute the statement but couldn’t.

      The truth was, Andi wanted Duke back here also. But she wasn’t inclined to guilt others into seeing things her way either.

      If Duke and Ranger were going to work with them, then she wanted it to be by their own free will.

      She cleared her throat and turned back to her team. “Let’s get down to business.”

      Andi filled Matthew in on the financial exchange she’d seen between Warren and the mystery woman.

      “I can’t stop thinking about it either,” Simmy said. “What do you think he was doing?”

      “I have no idea.” Andi’s jaw hardened as not-so-aboveboard ideas filled her head. “But it looked suspicious.”

      “I can keep looking into this Good Time Girls club,” Matthew said. “Maybe we can figure out if a certain man frequents it. If he met with the victims.”

      “It seems like a good place to start,” Andi said. “But I know that’s going to require a lot of digging.”

      “It’s worth a shot.”

      “I get that.” Simmy stared off in the distance. “We could trail either Alfonso or Warren and see if they’re up to anything. Or there’s still Theodore. Just because the police don’t have enough evidence to charge him doesn’t mean he’s not guilty.”

      “But the police are watching him,” Andi reminded them. “He hasn’t left his house since he was questioned. I suppose he could still be involved in some way, but it seems unlikely.”

      “So you’re saying those are our top three suspects right now? Alfonso, maybe Theodore, and possibly Warren?” Matthew clarified.

      “Those are the only suspects I know of right now,” Andi said. “Unless anyone else has any other ideas.”

      No one offered any other names or suggestions.

      “It’s kind of creepy to think this guy is out there living life as a free man.” Simmy shivered. “That he’s walking among us, and people probably don’t even realize the evil he’s capable of.”

      Andi shivered this time. She didn’t like the thought of that either—though there were plenty of criminals blending in with everyday citizens. Probably because it only took one bad decision for an everyday citizen to turn into a criminal.

      But a criminal of the magnitude they were dealing with . . . it was simply frightening to think of him going to work. Smiling at coworkers. Making jokes.

      All while everyone around him was clueless.

      As she glanced outside, someone caught her eye.

      Alfonso.

      The man was walking in the same direction Leilani had seen Mariella disappear.

      Toward the bridge.

      Andi took a step toward the window, red flags suddenly waving in her mind. “I want to see what he’s doing. Why is he out there? Does he know something we don’t?”

      “I’m going with you.” Simmy joined her. “No one at this point should be in the field investigating alone.”

      Andi couldn’t argue with that. “Okay—Matthew, you look into that club, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      She grabbed her coat from the back of a chair and tugged it on as she headed toward the door, Simmy on her heels.
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        * * *

      

      Duke had been watching Wayne Devou for almost an hour.

      As he did, he’d purchased a cup of steaming hot coffee from a nearby vendor. He needed to look less obvious as he leaned against the building.

      He kept an eye on Wayne.

      But the guy just sat there in his parked SUV.

      Why?

      Was he waiting for his target to come by?

      Duke considered confronting the guy. But he wasn’t sure what that would prove.

      The man most likely wouldn’t confess to anything. In fact, confronting him would only let this guy know he was under surveillance. It could make things more complicated.

      What Duke really needed to know was what this guy’s game plan was.

      The only way to figure that out was by being patient.

      Victor Goodman was no one to be messed with. Duke didn’t have to know the man personally to realize that.

      Andi had gotten herself involved with some very dangerous people. Maybe one day she would share those details with him.

      His heart panged at the thought.

      He’d ended that friendship.

      He had no one to blame but himself.

      Still, there was so much he wanted to know about Andi. Part of him mourned the loss. In a different world . . . in a different lifetime . . . then maybe they could have been friends.

      Maybe they could have even been more.

      But there was too much stacked against them right now.

      Just then, Duke saw someone familiar striding across the sidewalk. He sucked in a breath.

      Was that . . . ?

      It was.

      Andi.

      As she walked, Simmy trailed several feet behind her.

      Andi was entirely too close to where Devou was parked. Another minute, and she’d walk right past him.

      Devou straightened as if suddenly on alert.

      He had been waiting, watching for her to leave the hotel, hadn’t he?

      In fact, it wouldn’t surprise Duke if another one of Victor’s men was camped out at the hotel, waiting to give Devou the signal that she’d left.

      Now Andi had practically walked into his trap.

      Duke knew that was not a coincidence.

      He tossed his coffee into a nearby trashcan and braced himself to act.
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      Andi spotted Alfonso walking toward someone sitting on a bench in front of a nearby office building.

      The woman was thin and on the younger side.

      Was this his next victim? Her adrenaline spiked at the thought.

      She and Simmy paused behind a tree to watch. No need to confront him unless she knew he was doing something wrong.

      “What’s he doing?” Simmy whispered.

      “Good question. You stay here. I’m going to see if I can get a better angle.”

      “Got it.”

      Andi crept away, trying to get closer without being obvious.

      She glanced back.

      Simmy remained near the tree and gave her a thumbs-up.

      As Andi paused on the sidewalk, tires squealed on the street behind her.

      She turned, wondering what was going on.

      A vehicle jumped the curb and charged toward her.

      She gasped.

      Move, Andi. Move!

      Yet she felt frozen in place.

      A deep, familiar voice yelled her name.

      The next instant, someone collided with her.

      She landed on the ground with a thud.

      She looked up in time to see the SUV keep going.

      What just happened?

      “Are you okay?”

      She looked up and saw . . . Duke. She blinked, unsure if she were seeing things.

      “What are you doing here?” she blurted.

      “It’s a long story. What are you doing here?”

      Following Alfonso . . .

      She glanced over at the bench, not wanting to miss this opportunity.

      Did Alfonso realize they were following him? Had they just lost their best lead?

      “Andi?” Simmy paused beside her, nearly breathless. “What happened?”

      Andi didn’t answer. She was too distracted by watching Alfonso.

      The man glanced at them before turning away.

      Andi held her breath as she tried to comprehend what he’d been doing out here.

      That was when she saw a bag in the woman’s hands.

      A brown paper bag.

      Alfonso continued toward another woman sitting not too far away.

      He also gave her a bag.

      Andi looked back at the first woman and saw her pull something from the sack.

      A sandwich.

      Wait . . . was Alfonso handing out food to the homeless?

      Andi let her head fall back in exasperation.

      “Are you okay?” Duke’s eyes narrowed, and concern laced his voice as he peered at her from above.

      Andi ignored the weight of his body against hers. Ignored the fact the two of them were still on the sidewalk in the middle of Fairbanks.

      What was he doing here anyway?

      “What just happened?” she murmured as she tried to make sense of everything that had just unfolded.

      “I was out and about when I saw that man Victor Goodman met with. Wayne Devou. The hitman. I started to follow him when he pulled to the side of the road right here. I wanted to see what he was up to, so I waited. When I saw you, I knew exactly what was happening.”

      Andi winced. “That wasn’t an accident, was it?”

      Duke shook his head. “No, it wasn’t.”

      Simmy knelt beside her. “Oh, Andi. Are you okay?”

      Andi and Duke stared at each other another moment until Duke seemed to realize he was on top of her—and heavy. He rolled off and pulled himself to his feet. Then he helped Andi up.

      “I’m okay. Thankfully, Duke was nearby.”

      Duke’s brows drew together as he observed her. “What were you doing out here anyway?”

      “We needed to know what Alfonso was up to.” Andi’s gaze locked with his. “An ice sculpture of Zandia was left near the hotel.”

      “What?”

      “It gets worse.” Andi swallowed hard. “Duke . . . Mariella is missing.”
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        * * *

      

      Duke blinked several times, unsure if he’d heard Andi correctly. “Can you repeat that last part again?”

      “Mariella is gone. We can’t find her, and she’s not answering her phone.”

      His eyes widened as he processed that update. “Do you think the Ice Fairy Killer took her?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Andi’s voice sounded grim as she offered her agreement.

      He ran a hand over his face as frustration welled inside him. “You should’ve called me.”

      Andi gave him a hard stare. “You shouldn’t have left.”

      They both glared at each other a moment.

      Duke wanted to refute her words. But he couldn’t.

      Andi spoke the truth.

      Would things have been different if he’d stuck around?

      There he went again, asking all of the “what if” questions.

      A new determination hardened his muscles. “We’ve got to find Mariella.”

      Andi nodded, still appearing cautious with her tight shoulders and standoffish gaze. “Yes, we do. Does this mean that you’re going to stick around for a while?”

      “Do you think the group would be okay having me back?” Duke honestly wasn’t sure what the answer would be.

      “I think they’d be more than okay with it,” Simmy added.

      Surprising relief filled him, and he nodded. “Then let’s get going.”

      They walked in silence back to the hotel.

      But Duke’s mind was spinning with this new revelation.

      He prayed—he desperately prayed—that Mariella would be okay.
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      Andi walked back into the hotel with Simmy and Duke by her side. She glanced around her with every step, however, making sure that Devou guy wasn’t nearby.

      Had Victor hired him to kill her?

      A chill washed over her at the thought.

      As soon as they stepped inside the lobby, Matthew joined them.

      Matthew eyed Duke skeptically. Andi couldn’t blame him.

      Duke shifted as if he needed to say something. Finally, he spoke.

      “Look, guys . . . I’m sorry I left.” Duke’s voice sounded husky with emotion. “I can see now that was a mistake.”

      “I’d say,” Matthew muttered.

      Poor Matthew . . . Andi could only imagine how hard it would be to know his twin was missing and possibly in the hands of a serial killer.

      Behind them, the doors opened again. Someone else familiar walked in.

      Ranger.

      Andi froze when she saw him, wondering why he’d come back.

      He paused when he spotted them all, and his eyes narrowed with confusion. He obviously hadn’t expected to run into them.

      He pointed to the stairway. “I forgot something in my room.” Then his gaze went to Duke. “I thought you left.”

      “Mariella is missing,” Simmy blurted.

      Ranger went still, his eyes flickering back and forth. “What?”

      “We have to find her.” Simmy’s voice contained a pleading tone as she turned toward him. “You have to help us, Ranger.”

      He glanced around as if trying to read everyone’s expressions, as if trying to ascertain whether or not they were playing a sick joke on him. His gaze lingered on Simmy a moment longer than everyone else.

      Wait . . . did Ranger like Simmy?

      Andi couldn’t be sure. But there seemed to be something more to his glance.

      She didn’t have time to figure it out now.

      Finally, Ranger nodded. “If Mariella needs help then, of course, I’ll do whatever I can.”

      A burst of relief echoed inside Andi. Good. They’d all be together for a little while longer, at least. The more heads they had in this game, the better.

      “I think we should retrace Mariella’s steps,” Matthew said. “I know she went to her room after our meeting at lunch. Then Leilani saw her step outside sometime after that.”

      “Cameras went out about 12:36,” Andi added.

      “The cameras went dead again?” Duke said.

      Andi nodded. Before she could explain the signal jammer, a new voice entered their conversation.

      “Looks like the gang’s all together again.”

      They looked over and saw Gibson standing there. It wasn’t surprising. Andi knew he’d been at the hotel investigating.

      “I just thought I’d let you know I looked into Alfonso’s background.” He lowered his voice so no one around would hear. “I’m 99 percent certain he’s not our guy. Yes, he’s a little strange and eccentric. But I checked with his employees and his family. He has an alibi. He’s a people person, and if he’s not at work, he’s at home.”

      “We followed him,” Simmy said. “We thought he was up to something. Instead, he appeared to be feeding the homeless.”

      Gibson nodded slowly. “Yes, he’s been known to help the homeless here. He’s a philanthropist, and he often gives them money or food or gas cards. Even though his behavior might be a little quirky, I don’t think he’s our guy.”

      “We thought Alfonso was our guy?” Duke looked back and forth between them in confusion.

      “I’ll fill you in later,” Andi promised before turning back to Gibson. “And Theodore? Are there any updates on him?”

      “We still don’t have enough evidence to charge him. But I have a guy stationed outside his house watching him. If Theodore goes anywhere or does anything, we’ll know.”

      “I suppose that means he was home when Mariella disappeared?” Matthew’s voice hardened with disappointment.

      Gibson’s face looked solemn. “It does.”

      Yet again, it felt like they were back at the start. Their two main suspects didn’t appear to be panning out. So where did that leave them?

      Andi’s phone rang. Though she didn’t recognize the number, she stepped away from the rest of the group and answered.

      “Is this Andi?” a woman with a scratchy voice asked.

      “It is. Who is this?”

      “It’s Ivy from Lulu’s. You asked me to call you if that man came back in here. The one you wanted to talk to about getting a job?”

      Andi’s pulse sped. “Yes. Hi, Ivy.”

      “The guy just walked in. I don’t know how long he’ll be here, but I wanted to let you know.”
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        * * *

      

      Duke and Andi told Gibson where they were going, just to keep him in the loop.

      Right now, the officer had no reason to go with them. Besides, he had other things that needed to be done. So they promised to let him know what they found out and not to do anything foolish.

      Meanwhile, Matthew kept looking into the Good Time Girls.

      Ranger and Simmy were looking into that sculpture and Zandia’s background.

      Duke and Andi hopped into Andi’s truck and headed down the road back toward Lulu’s.

      Andi was surprisingly quiet on the drive, but Duke didn’t push. He had his own thoughts to contend with. It seemed as if a lot had happened since he left this morning.

      And Mariella . . . he couldn’t stomach the thought of her being hurt—or worse.

      They pulled into the lot at Lulu’s, and Andi glanced in the back at the semi-trucks parked there. Duke saw her shudder, and he had to wonder if she was mentally reliving what had happened in the Arctic Circle. Skeeter, another truck driver, had attacked her while she’d been inside the cab of her truck.

      If Duke hadn’t shown up when he did . . .

      He was so glad he’d been there to help her before anything worse had happened.

      Maybe he shouldn’t be, but he was also glad Andi was out of that line of work. Not that there was anything wrong with a woman being an ice road trucker. But that area where she’d traveled was so isolated it was particularly dangerous for a woman travelling alone.

      And after what happened with Celeste . . . she’d possibly disappeared on the very road Andi had frequented.

      However, it now seemed as if everything he’d thought about Celeste’s vanishing was turned upside down.

      However, Duke would have time to think about that later.

      “Are you ready to do this?” Duke turned toward Andi.

      She nodded and grabbed the door handle, not a hint of hesitation in her actions. “Let’s go.”

      They stepped inside Lulu’s and paused in the doorway. As soon as they were inside, Ivy spotted them from behind the counter. She didn’t have to say a word.

      Instead, she just glanced in the direction of a man sitting by himself at a booth.

      They both knew that was the man they’d come to talk to.

      The tall man with dark hair and an almost awkward gaze.

      Duke strode toward the guy and slid into the empty seat across from him in the booth.

      The man startled, in the blink of an eye appearing as if he wanted to run. Before he could, Andi grabbed a chair from a nearby table and placed it at the end of the booth. She turned it around and straddled it, effectively blocking his exit.

      “Who are you guys?” His gaze shifted back and forth between the two of them as if they were members of the mob coming to collect payment.

      “The question is, who are you?” Duke started, locking his gaze on the man.

      The man’s brow furrowed. “I’m Jerry. Why are you asking?”

      “Because we’re looking into the death of Susanna Doyle,” Duke continued. “My understanding is that you were the last person seen with her.”

      Sweat covered the guy’s brow.

      “You’re looking into Susanna’s death?” His gaze shifted nervously. “Yes, Susanna and I did date. But I didn’t kill her if that’s what you’re thinking.”
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      Andi watched Jerry carefully.

      It seemed as if once he started talking, floodgates had opened, and words gushed from him. At least the guy hadn’t made this conversation hard for them.

      “Susanna and I dated for several months, and I really liked her. I wanted us to have a future together. But she had too many ghosts in her closet.”

      “What do you mean?” Duke continued to eye him—an intimidation tactic, if Andi had to guess.

      He frowned. “Susanna basically grew up alone, and she liked to take care of herself. She was afraid to trust anyone else. I get that. I really do. Another part of me admired the fact she was so independent and determined to make it on her own. A lot of people in her situation would try to latch onto someone else who could take care of them. But not Susanna.”

      “Why did the two of you break up?” Andi asked.

      Jerry’s eyes became downcast. “I really hate talking about it.” He pushed away his half-eaten burger. “But I guess it won’t hurt to tell you. I knew she was struggling to make ends meet. I offered to give her some money, but she wouldn’t take it. She said it didn’t feel right. Instead, she got a side job a few nights a week.”

      Andi thought she knew where this was going, but she didn’t say anything. Not yet.

      “What kind of side job?” Duke asked.

      Jerry’s cheeks reddened again. “I wasn’t sure exactly what it was at first. She wouldn’t tell me. But then one day, I followed her. I know it sounds like I was stalking her, but that’s not it at all. I thought she was cheating on me, and I wanted to know the truth. And the truth was I did see her with another man . . . going into a hotel.”

      “The Grayling?” Andi asked.

      “Yes.” His eyes widened. “How did you know?”

      “Just a good guess,” Andi said. “Keep going.”

      He shook his head as if flustered. “Anyway, I confronted her, and she admitted she’d taken a few jobs as a lady of the night, if you know what I mean.”

      “Prostitution,” Duke said.

      Jerry’s nostrils flared. “That’s right. I couldn’t believe she was doing that. She would rather sleep with other men than take the money I offered her to make her life easier. But she insisted that’s what she needed to do, that the money was good.”

      “What happened then?” Andi asked.

      He let out a long breath. “I told her it was either me or prostitution. I wasn’t going to date a woman who was sleeping with other men. I really thought she would give up this little side gig she had going on. She had to know I cared about her.”

      “But she didn’t give it up?” Andi waited for his answer.

      “Susanna refused. Said she wanted to make her own way. And I told her if that’s how it was going to be that I didn’t want to see her anymore.”

      “How did she handle that?” Duke asked.

      “Her defenses went up. It was like she built these walls to protect herself. I had seen those very walls go up before, so I was familiar with them. I just hoped we were past that. But clearly, we weren’t.” His lips pulled down in a frown and he glanced at the table. “She walked away from our relationship.”

      “And you never heard from her again?” Andi tried not to feel compassion for this guy, but she did.

      “Not even once. I mean, I kept hoping she’d change her mind and come back to me. But she didn’t. So eventually I just assumed she’d moved on.”

      “And that’s it?” Duke stared at him as if he expected more.

      “I wish there were something else I could tell you. But this is the truth. I figured eventually one day she’d fall in love with one of the guys she was with. I knew he wouldn’t treat her well, and I hated that. But you can’t force someone to do something they’re not willing to do. I had no idea . . .” His voice caught, and he looked away again.

      “That she’d be killed?” Andi finished.

      Jerry ran a hand over his eyes and lowered his head. A trembling sigh escaped from deep down inside him. “If I knew then what I know now, I would’ve done things differently.”

      Andi and Duke glanced at each other.

      That was a sentiment they could all understand.
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        * * *

      

      Andi and Duke were just out the door when Ivy stepped outside and called to them.

      They paused in the lot.

      “Well?” She stared at them. “How did it go?”

      “It didn’t work out the way I wanted,” Andi said, remembering her cover story that she was looking for a job.

      “Listen, I know about that woman he used to eat with. I saw her on the news.”

      Andi stilled. “You did?”

      “I have a feeling that’s why you wanted to talk to him. That was the real reason. Right?”

      Andi didn’t say anything.

      “I just thought I’d let you know that Jerry isn’t the only guy I saw that woman meet with here. After they broke up . . . she came in with someone else.”

      Her breath caught. “She did? Can you describe him?”

      Ivy shrugged. “I wish I could. He wore a baseball cap and heavy jacket. It was hard to make out his features. I just know he likes pie. But don’t we all?”

      “Thanks for your help,” Andi told her. “I’ll need to mention this to the police.”

      “Of course. Whatever you need to do.”

      Just as they wrapped up their conversation, Andi heard a commotion inside. She turned to see Jerry jump up on the booth where he was sitting.

      Duke bristled beside her.

      “Don’t mind him.” Ivy waved it off. “Whenever he sees a bug—we’ve got some in our restaurant, thus the negative health rating—he freaks out.”

      “Good to know.” Andi turned her gaze away from the man and shook her head.

      She and Duke waited until they were back in her truck to really talk about the conversation with Jerry.

      But Andi didn’t think Jerry was guilty.

      She stared outside and rubbed her temples, feeling the headache starting there.

      “How are we going to find Mariella?” Her voice cracked as the question left her lips.

      She stiffened when Duke reached over and squeezed her hand. “It’s going to be okay. We can’t lose hope.”

      Quickly, she pulled her hand out of his grasp, not wanting to go there again.

      She’d always considered herself a straight shooter. She didn’t like to hide behind games or passive aggressiveness.

      If she liked someone, she liked them. If she didn’t, she told them—politely, of course.

      But all these mixed messages weren’t for her.

      “Sorry,” Duke mumbled.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Andi said. “I just figure if we’re going to draw a line then we need to respect the line, you know what I mean? Am I right?”

      “Absolutely. Everything feels so . . . complicated.”

      “I can only imagine. I’m sorry for all you’re going through. But the last thing I want to do is to make anything harder for you.”

      The truth was that for the first time in a long time, Andi had considered what it would be like to open herself up to a relationship.

      A relationship with Duke.

      She hadn’t come to Alaska looking for love. Anything but, to be honest.

      Somehow, she’d just stumbled upon Duke along the way.

      There was so much about him she’d come to admire. When she first met the man, she’d thought he was one of those chauvinistic types. But as she’d gotten to know him, she found him to be loyal. Trustworthy. Someone she could respect.

      She wasn’t going to throw their friendship away just because of some chemistry that they’d be better off ignoring.

      Andi cranked the engine and let out a long sigh.

      “Maybe someone else at the hotel has discovered something,” Duke finally said.

      Andi nodded. “We can only hope.”

      They headed down the road, leaving one more dead end behind them.

      With time running out, she only hoped they wouldn’t hit too many more.
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      I flicked my fingers against the syringe as I checked to make sure no air bubbles were trapped inside. I couldn’t risk that.

      “What’s that for?” Mariella’s voice trembled as she stared at the needle.

      “Just something to help you relax.”

      Her face went pale. “Wait . . . you’re going to knock me out and dump me into the water, aren’t you?”

      “Don’t worry—the icy coldness of it will make you wake up.” I grinned.

      “You mean, wake up in time to see the water has frozen over me.” Her voice cracked this time, more evidence of the fear spreading inside her. “You’re a monster.”

      A monster? She knew nothing about monsters.

      But I did.

      I had firsthand experience.

      “My mother was a monster.” My nostrils flared. “You have no idea what a monster is until you’ve met her. Well, that’s not possible now. She’s dead.”

      “Dead?” Mariella stared at me. “How did she die?”

      I tried not to smile. “I killed her.”

      A tremble raked through Mariella—one that didn’t stop.

      Good.

      She needed to be afraid.

      “Why make me pay for your mother’s mistakes?” The woman practically pleaded with me with her gaze.

      She was good. Really good.

      But I couldn’t fall for it.

      “This is just the way it has to be. I should have fought harder for my sister. This is the only justice I can find.”

      “But I’m innocent . . .”

      “I know what you did!” I didn’t mean to raise my voice.

      But I did. And I regretted it. I didn’t like showing my rage.

      I liked being in control.

      “My friends are going to find me,” she murmured.

      “I set traps just in case they do.”

      Her eyes widened. “Traps?”

      I grinned again. “Yes, traps. I’m not stupid. In fact, I’m very smart. I make millions from an online business I started, and it affords me all the toys I could ever dream about. I even built this house. It’s really beautiful.”

      “I bet.”

      I stepped closer. The syringe was ready, and I was tired of talking.

      “This will make it easier for you,” I murmured as I reached for her arm.

      She struggled against me. “No, please . . .”

      But it was too late.

      The needle pricked her skin.

      I plunged the liquid inside her.

      In a moment, everything would fade.

      And when she woke up, she’d be only moments from death.

      I’d timed it just right.

      I grinned again.

      This was going better than ever.
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      Duke wasn’t sure what he’d been thinking when he’d grabbed Andi’s hand. It had just felt so natural to comfort her when she was upset.

      But the move had been a bad choice, and Andi had been correct to call him out.

      He couldn’t keep sending these mixed signals.

      He couldn’t be waiting for Celeste while also pining over Andi.

      It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right.

      And it wasn’t something he planned on doing.

      He’d make sure it didn’t happen again.

      Back at the hotel, he and Andi climbed from her truck and walked inside.

      They stepped into the lobby in time to see Matthew fly across the room. Anger contorted his face.

      What in the . . . ?

      Duke’s gaze shot to the object of Matthew’s fury.

      The hotel manager, Warren Mason.

      In a surprising burst of strength, Matthew pressed the man against the wall, Warren’s shirt collar in his hands.

      “That’s not good,” Andi murmured.

      Duke rushed toward the two men, ready to pull his friend away before Matthew did something stupid.

      “Where is she?” Matthew demanded. “What did you do to her?”

      Warren froze as if shocked by the confrontation. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You took my sister. What did you do with her?” Matthew demanded.

      Duke grabbed Matthew’s arm and pulled him away. Then he placed one hand on Warren’s chest and one on Matthew’s. “This isn’t the way to go about this, Matthew.”

      Andi appeared beside them. “He’s right, Matthew. You don’t want to get yourself in trouble. It will only take time away from finding Mariella.”

      “I know this guy took her.” Matthew sneered at the man. “I found his name on the website.”

      Warren brushed off the front of his shirt as if Matthew had dirtied it. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

      “The ice sculptures,” Duke filled him in. “Matthew thinks you took those women, threw them in the river, and then used their frozen bodies as inspiration. Does Good Time Girls ring any bells with you?”

      Warren’s face paled. “Why would I know anything about that?”

      “Tell us why you’re taking money under the table,” Matthew demanded.

      “Money under the table?” a deep voice boomed.

      They turned to see Alfonso coming to stand beside them. This confrontation had caused quite the scene.

      Duke turned back to Matthew. “You found his name on the website?”

      “I did. Then I went to his office to talk to him about it. I knocked on his door and, when he didn’t answer, I stepped inside to see if he just hadn’t heard me. When I did, I found this.” Matthew reached into his bookbag and pulled out what look like an oversized walkie-talkie.

      But Duke knew what it was.

      A signal jammer.

      Like the one that would be needed to black out the security footage so a criminal could get away with their evil enterprises.

      Duke turned back to Warren, his gaze hardening. “What did you do?”
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      Alfonso had insisted they take this discussion to his office so they wouldn’t make an even bigger scene.

      Gibson joined them.

      Simmy and Ranger were on their way back from doing research into Zandia.

      Andi would find out about that later. For now, she wanted to know what had caused all this.

      “Someone needs to start at the beginning.” Gibson crossed his arms, all business.

      “I’ll start.” Matthew still glared at Warren. “Warren is a participant in a website called Good Time Girls—it’s where men can meet prostitutes in an easy environment. Several of the Ice Fairy Killer’s victims were on there. When I came into his office, I found the phone signal jammer. He’s the one who’s been blocking these videos so we can’t see what’s really happening. He’s the one who took Mariella. That jammer is just more proof.”

      Warren threw his hands in the air. “I didn’t do anything to those women. I swear.”

      “Then why do you have a signal jammer?” Gibson demanded.

      Warren glanced at Alfonso and swallowed hard, his defensiveness fading in favor of guilt. “It’s a long story.”

      “We have time.” Alfonso leaned on his cane. “Start talking.”

      “It’s not something I’m proud of.” Warren ran a hand over his face.

      “We’re going to need more than that.” Impatience tinged Gibson’s voice.

      “Look, yes, I do know about the website. My name is there. It’s because I’m an employee. Every once in a while, I’ll get some money under the table to let people use one of our private suites off the books,” Warren blurted. “For discretion.”

      “Which private suite?” Alfonso raised an eyebrow, his words dripping with disgust.

      Warren shuffled his feet as if he wasn’t proud of what he was about to say. “The one with the secret passage.”

      “There’s another secret passage?” Andi’s voice rose with surprise.

      Alfonso nodded, almost looking guilty himself now. “I didn’t want to get myself in trouble by making it appear as if I might be setting you up for another attack—which, by the way, I was not behind the first one either. But there’s another tunnel that runs from one of our suites, and it leads to the basement underneath the restaurant.”

      “What?” Duke rubbed a hand over his face. “How many secret passages are there around here?”

      “Just those two,” Alfonso insisted. “The truth is this hotel, when it opened, it was a brothel. Most of that original building is gone, but when we were constructing the new facility, we found the tunnels, and we tried to incorporate as much of the original structure as we could. I found it fascinating. But it wasn’t something I wanted to use for crimes, of course.”

      “Of course,” Gibson repeated, not bothering to hide his skepticism.

      Alfonso turned back to Warren. “You’ve been taking money under the table? Cheating me out of money that this establishment has earned? All so men with vile motives can get away with their secrets by being off the books?”

      “We’ll address that later. But right now, we really need to know what’s going on with Mariella.” Gibson’s burning gaze turned back toward Warren. “What did you do with her?”

      He threw his hands in the air but couldn’t conceal the tremor that claimed them. “Look, I’m guilty of taking money that didn’t belong to me. But I would never hurt someone. I promise you. I had nothing to do with this. I used a signal jammer because some of my clients like privacy. For various reasons.”

      “Let me guess. Politicians? People of importance? People who don’t want to get caught?” Andi rolled her eyes.

      “Exactly. I knew no one would want to think of this hotel as being a place that rented rooms by the hour. But I had the means to offer this privacy to people, and I wanted to do that. Why waste a business opportunity?”

      “I’m going to need to question you more thoroughly.” Gibson shook his head in disbelief. “Down at the station.”

      “Is this really necessary?” Panic laced Warren’s voice.

      Gibson pulled out his handcuffs and dangled them in the air before grabbing Warren’s arms and placing the cuffs around his wrists. “Yes, it is.”

      “Oh, and Warren,” Alfonso’s voice cut in. “You’re fired.”
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      With Warren down at the station, the murder club met in the conference room.

      Andi had ordered some pizzas so they could all eat and talk without wasting unnecessary time.

      Simmy and Ranger had missed that whole confrontation—they’d been getting some coffee after returning from researching Zandia—but the rest of the gang filled them in.

      Andi still wasn’t sure that Warren was guilty. Yes, he was guilty of taking money that didn’t belong to him and allowing an illegal prostitution operation here at the hotel.

      But could someone like Warren really be guilty of killing those women in such a manner?

      The man’s hands had trembled when she’d seen him earlier.

      Could someone with tremors really carve those ice sculptures?

      Right now, she needed to think like an attorney.

      She paced the front of the room as she tried to sort her thoughts. She was nowhere close to delivering a closing argument. “We need to review everything we know.”

      “I agree.” Duke took a sip of his coffee. They were all settling in for a long evening.

      “First of all, there’s Theodore.” Andi continued pacing. “But he’s been at his house ever since the police questioned him. I don’t think he could have taken Mariella.”

      “We can probably rule him out,” Ranger said.

      “Then there’s Alfonso,” she continued.

      “Gibson said he has an alibi,” Simmy said. “Plus, we saw him giving food to the homeless, and Leilani mentioned he helps his employees when they’re going through rough times. I don’t think it’s him.”

      “I’d have to agree.” As Andi said the words, she reminded herself that even people who seemed to be good on the surface could have a dark side. She’d seen it before.

      But right now, her gut told her that both Theodore and Alfonso were innocent.

      “Then there’s Jerry,” Duke reminded everyone. “The guy seemed kind of puny. I’m not really sure he’d be capable of doing this either. I mean, right before we left, he saw a cockroach at the diner, and he literally climbed on top of the table.”

      “It wasn’t a pretty sight,” Andi added as she remembered the moment.

      “But what we do know,” Duke said, “is that all these women were prostitutes, and they must have been using this hotel. Maybe they were even using that suite that Warren mentioned. In fact, maybe that’s the way the killer was getting them away from the hotel with no one seeing.”

      “Before we left the office when Warren was arrested, I asked Alfonso about that tunnel,” Andi said. “He showed me on a map where it was. It’s one of the rooms on the end, and the tunnel cuts underneath the parking lot and leads to the restaurant basement. From the basement, there’s a cellar-like door at the back where trucks pull up to drop off shipments to the restaurant. If it’s nighttime, it seems like it would be easy for this guy to maybe slip through that tunnel, through the basement, and get his victims out that way.”

      “I agree that that makes the most sense,” Duke said.

      Matthew shook his head, still not looking impressed by this conversation. “This is all great—great being a relative term, of course. But how does any of this help us find my sister?”
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      Duke sat back in his chair as silence stretched between them.

      The same waiter from the restaurant had delivered their pizza. He paused when he saw the murder board and shook his head.

      “I just heard about Warren,” he murmured. “That’s a shame.”

      “They don’t know yet if he’s guilty,” Andi said.

      “You want to find out information about him? Talk to that Leilani chick. The two of them are tight.”

      Duke narrowed his gaze. “They are?”

      “They’re always having lunch together.”

      “Good to know,” Andi told him. “Thanks.”

      The guy’s face brightened. “Anything I can do to help . . .”

      With a wave, he left.

      They all grabbed some pizza and began eating—though no one seemed to enjoy it. They were eating out of necessity at this point.

      Even reviewing everything they knew didn’t seem to leave them any closer to finding Mariella right now.

      Instead, all they were doing was eliminating suspects.

      Sure, maybe Warren was behind this. And maybe Gibson would find out information about him that would lead them to answers.

      But Mariella was still out there somewhere, and they needed to proceed as if her life depended on it—because it did.

      Simmy shoved her plate away and stared at the paper in front of her where she’d been brainstorming.

      She suddenly straightened. “Maybe the killer isn’t Alfonso or Warren—but maybe he is someone affiliated with this hotel. Between the front desk, the admin, the housekeepers, maintenance, there are probably twenty or thirty people who work here—more than that if we include people who work at the restaurant. Someone working here would have the best opportunity.”

      “That could be true . . .” Duke nodded slowly.

      “It’s worth looking into,” Matthew said. “I can see if we can get a list of employees. Then we could look into their backgrounds and pinpoint where each of them live. Maybe one of them lives on a river and that will give us a clue as to who else this could be.”

      “That sounds like a good place to start.” Andi nodded encouragingly.

      They chatted for a few minutes before they all agreed on what they were going to do.

      Then they each got busy.
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      Thirty minutes later, Matthew had printed a map, placed it on the murder board, and stabbed pins into the paper to mark where each of the employees lived.

      Andi leaned closer as she studied it, looking for anything that might offer them answers.

      No one lived on the Chena River.

      She bit back a frown.

      Then she leaned closer.

      But someone did live on the Tanana River.

      “Who lives here?” she rushed as she pointed at the location.

      Matthew glanced at his computer again before looking back up. “That would be . . . Leilani Egleston.”

      Andi let out a gasp. “Front desk and apple pie Leilani? I hardly think she’s responsible.”

      “Maybe we should keep an open mind,” Duke suggested. “Could the killer be a woman?”

      Simmy sat up a little straighter. “I mean, Gibson said that these crimes aren’t sexual in nature, so . . .”

      “Would a woman be strong enough to move those ice sculptures?” Ranger raised his eyebrows as he threw the question out there.

      “Maybe with a hand truck and the right equipment.” Andi’s voice caught with excitement. They were getting closer to finding answers. She could feel it in her bones. “Plus, what if Leilani and Warren were working together?”

      “It’s a possibility . . .” Duke shrugged, though a healthy dose of skepticism remained in his gaze.

      “I mean, a woman could pretend to be saving these ladies by leading them through that tunnel to what they think is safety.” Andi’s thoughts raced. “Then she could take them to a spot that’s not really safe.”

      “Leilani was so concerned when her friend went missing.” Simmy pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Do you think that was all an act?”

      “At this point, I’m willing to consider anything.” Matthew stood, a new urgency in his voice. “My sister is out there. We don’t have time for niceties.”

      “We could talk to Leilani again,” Andi suggested. “Question her.”

      “I don’t think we should tip our hand.” Duke shook his head. “We may be onto something, but if we tell her what we’re thinking, she could panic and put things into faster motion.”

      “How about this . . . ?” Andi started. “A few of us can go to her house to see if Mariella is there.”

      She expected Duke to argue.

      Instead, he said, “We could do that. I mean, it’s worth a shot.”

      Matthew stood. “I want to go. I need to see if she’s there!”

      That was what Andi was afraid would happen . . .

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she told him. “It could be dangerous, and you’re too emotionally attached to the situation.”

      “She’s my sister!” His cheeks reddened as he stared at them, unyielding in his request.

      “The best thing you can do is to stay here in case anyone hears something,” Duke’s voice sounded amazingly calm and reassuring.

      “But—” Matthew’s voice cracked, and he closed his eyes.

      Duke gripped his shoulder. “I know it’s hard. But we’ll keep you updated. I promise.”

      Finally, Matthew raised his head and nodded. “Okay.”

      Good job, Duke.

      “Should we tell Gibson?” Simmy’s gentle voice broke the brief moment of silence.

      “We should mention it,” Duke said. “But he’ll discourage us.”

      “Maybe he can meet us there . . .” Andi shrugged.

      “Let’s not waste any time.” Matthew glanced at each of them. “Whoever is going needs to go.”

      They decided Duke, Ranger, and Andi would go. Simmy and Matthew would stay there and keep an eye on Leilani. They’d also find Gibson to give him the update. Matthew was going to do more research on that property and make sure Leilani didn’t have any other homes in the area.

      Andi hoped this paid off and they weren’t simply wasting more time.

      There was only one way to find out.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re fidgeting.” Duke glanced at Andi.

      She wrapped her arms across her chest as they headed down the road. “Something feels off.”

      Ranger was driving since Duke’s SUV was still near the university, and Andi’s truck was only a two-seater.

      “You don’t think Leilani is guilty?” Duke stole another glance at her.

      She rubbed her arms in thought. “Her grief seems sincere.”

      “Killers can trick themselves into feeling sorry for their victims,” he reminded her. “Some people are sick and twisted like that.”

      “I know . . . I just can’t put my finger on it.”

      “Well, let’s just go check it out,” Duke said. “Gibson will meet us there. I just got a text from Matthew confirming it. Hopefully, we can find some answers.”

      They continued down the road, his thoughts racing along with the vehicle.

      The closer they got to the location, the more he felt his own tension ratcheting up.

      Were they even equipped to help if the situation went south?

      He was trained as an officer of the law. But he had Ranger and Andi with him. They were his backup. And he wasn’t comfortable with that.

      Even though Gibson was on his way, things could still get hairy in the meantime.

      As they traveled south of Fairbanks, Andi watched the address on her phone.

      The roads became smaller and narrower.

      Finally, they turned onto a gravel path that led through the spruce trees.

      Duke saw the clearing ahead, and Ranger stopped well before it.

      If Leilani was working with someone and this person was here, they shouldn’t show their cards.

      Duke’s gaze swept the area. Gibson hadn’t arrived yet.

      “What should we do?” Andi stared straight ahead, practically salivating to get out there and check things out. “Do we wait?”

      “If this person has Mariella, then his or her pattern has accelerated. He or she strikes faster now than before.” Ranger frowned. “We need to get closer, at least.”

      “I agree. But we all stay together. Deal?” Duke watched them both, waiting for them to nod before he opened his door.

      They did.

      They stepped outside and, instead of heading directly toward the house, they cut around it and through the woods.

      It was beginning to get dark outside, and he hoped nightfall would be their friend.

      At the edge of the woods, they paused.

      A modern-looking house waited at the end of the lane.

      If Duke had to guess, the place was at least four thousand square feet, and it looked fairly new.

      It seemed like such a nice place for someone who worked the front desk of a hotel.

      “Is Leilani married?” Duke asked. “How can she afford this house?”

      “I didn’t have the impression she was married.” Andi frowned also, as if her thoughts echoed his own.

      “But there is a river right behind this place,” Ranger said. “It would be the ideal location, and it’s not that far away from the hotel. Maybe fifteen minutes. It’s close enough that she could run back and forth on her break if she really had to.”

      Duke didn’t like the thought of that.

      He glanced at the time again. Where was Gibson? What was taking him so long to get here?

      The truth was—they didn’t have any time to waste.

      Andi grabbed his arm. “Look. There’s someone over there. A man. And he’s dragging something behind him.”
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      A man? Andi’s thoughts raced. But Warren was at the station.

      If not him, then who was Leilani working with? Because she had to be working with someone . . . right?

      “Guys . . . what if that man is taking someone to the river?” Andi’s voice cracked as she asked the question. “What if that’s what he’s dragging behind him?

      “If that’s Mariella, she won’t survive long in the water,” Duke reminded them.

      Panic surged inside her.

      Just then Andi’s phone buzzed. She saw a text from Matthew.

      
        
          
            
              
        Any updates?

      

      

      

      

      

      She looked back at the man holding something in the distance. He wore a hat and a heavy coat, and she couldn’t make out any of his features.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re here. Waiting for Gibson. Keeping our eyes open.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Leilani is still here. I don’t think that was actually her address.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Not her address?” Andi muttered. Then she typed,

      
        
          
            
              
        Then whose is it?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m still trying to figure that out.

      

      

      

      

      

      She pushed her phone back into her pocket and gave Duke and Ranger the update.

      “So who owns this place?” Duke asked. “And why was Leilani’s address wrong in the system at the hotel?”

      “Excellent questions,” Andi shrugged. “But right now we don’t have time to figure that out. The only thing we have time to figure out is whether or not that’s Mariella. Scratch that. Whether it’s Mariella or not, we’ve got to help that woman.”

      Duke reached for his waistband where he kept his gun. He didn’t want to use a deadly weapon. But he would if he had to.

      He glanced at Ranger, and the two of them seemed to have some type of silent conversation.

      “You stay here.” Duke turned toward Andi. “Ranger and I will check this out.”

      “You want me to just wait here?” That sounded positively dreadful. Andi wanted to be out there helping.

      “Just in case.” Duke lowered his voice. “Please.”

      She stared at him a moment and heard the sincerity in his tone before finally nodding. “Okay. But be careful. Please.”

      She remained by the tree as she watched them begin to creep closer to the man in the distance.

      For the second time in a long time, she found herself praying. Praying for their protection. For Mariella’s protection. For this entire mixed-up situation.

      As she watched them creep forward, her gaze went to one of the trees in the distance. There was a rope attached to it . . . and something else attached to the rope.

      She squinted.

      What was that?

      Then she realized the truth.

      She glanced at Duke and Ranger, fearing she was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Duke motioned for Ranger to stop, and they paused behind a tree.

      That was definitely a man, and he was dragging something behind him.

      Duke was nearly certain it was a woman.

      Most likely Mariella. As he glanced at the house again, he saw a food service truck outside. One with a low bed. One that would be perfect for transporting an ice sculpture and nondescript enough to leave that said sculpture on the sidewalk without being noticed.

      “What do you want to do?” Ranger asked.

      Duke glanced at the river again. The guy was probably only twenty feet away from the water now.

      They didn’t have much time.

      The problem was that out here there was no cover. Just a big field of snow.

      The man would see them coming and would act. He would kick into faster gear.

      But what other choice did they have?

      “Once we start going, we need to move fast,” Duke murmured.

      Ranger nodded. “I agree. We stay low, but we don’t have time to waste.”

      “You ready for this?” Duke asked.

      “Let’s do it.”

      As they started across the field, Duke glanced down.

      Saw a red laser beam on his chest.

      What . . . ?

      The next moment, something flew through the air.

      Ranger threw Duke on the ground and then let out a groan.

      He’d been hit, Duke realized. Ranger had been hit.

      But by what?

      He hadn’t heard a gunshot.

      Duke turned over to assess Ranger.

      An arrow protruded from his shoulder.

      This guy had figured out someone could possibly find him, and he’d set up a trap, hadn’t he? He was clever and crafty—and dangerous.

      “Are you okay?” Duke studied Ranger’s face, worried about his teammate.

      Ranger moaned again and held his arm where the arrow had hit him. Blood stained his fingers. “I’ll be okay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. You need to go.” His gaze locked with Duke’s. “I mean it. Go. Now.”

      Duke stared at him another moment before rising to his feet and taking off.
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      Andi saw something happening in the distance. What was going on?

      Then she saw both Duke and Ranger hit the ground.

      Her pulse quickened.

      A moment later, Duke rose.

      What about Ranger? Was he okay?

      Andi’s throat swelled with emotion.

      How could she just stand here while they were in danger?

      She knew the answer.

      She couldn’t. It wasn’t the way she operated.

      Gibson should be here at any moment. She wasn’t sure what was taking him so long.

      But certainly, she could start to help at least. Then Gibson would be here and could take over.

      She had to do this. For Mariella’s sake.

      Andi glanced down and spotted a hefty-looking branch on the ground. She picked it up, shook the snow off, and gripped it with both hands.

      She’d keep this with her—just in case.

      Then, remaining along the edge of the woods, Andi started toward Duke.

      Ahead of her, she saw Duke rushing toward the river.

      The man had seen him. The guy was moving faster now.

      Andi hurried, nearly stumbling on Ranger as he lay on the ground surrounded by snow.

      Blood gushed from his shoulder, coloring the icy precipitation around him.

      And an arrow protruded from his flesh.

      Andi gasped before rushing, “Are you okay?”

      Ranger nodded, though he looked unusually pale and stiff. “I’ll be fine. Go.”

      “But . . .”

      “I mean it. Go.”

      She stared at him another moment before nodding. “I’ll be back for you.”

      “You better be.”

      With one more glance at him, she moved closer to the river.

      Whoever was behind these heinous murders needed to be stopped.

      This had gone on for too long.

      Andi saw a tractor in the distance—the perfect cover.

      She darted toward it.

      She reached one of the oversized tires and paused. She needed to scope out the area.

      A tractor . . . was that what this guy had used to pull those big blocks of ice from out of the river?

      It made sense.

      Everything was beginning to click in place.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

      She quickly pulled it out and glanced at the screen again.

      

      I think I know who it is, Matthew wrote.

      

      Three dots blinked on her screen indicating he was typing more.

      Who? Who had he discovered?

      Leilani? Warren?

      She glanced up in time to see Duke charging toward the man, his gun raised.

      Andi sucked in a breath.

      As fear took over, her phone slipped from her hands and disappeared into the snow.

      She started to grab it.

      As she did, the man lifted his face.

      Everything around her began to spin.

      Wait . . . he was behind this the whole time?

      How could they not have seen it?
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        * * *

      

      Duke knew he couldn’t wait any longer. He needed to act now.

      He raised his gun. “Stop right there.”

      The man paused and looked up.

      When he did, Duke saw his face.

      Kip . . .

      Kip was behind this?

      The man had put on quite the show. Duke hadn’t guessed he was involved.

      “Don’t try to stop me,” Kip growled as he held onto a blanket with a woman nestled inside.

      “You know I’m not going to let you do this,” Duke said. “Mariella didn’t do anything. You need to let her go.”

      Quickly, Duke glanced at the figure in the blanket. She was still breathing. But she appeared to be unconscious.

      That fit this killer’s MO. He needed his victims alive when they went in the river. This guy was a total psycho . . .

      “This is your place?” Duke needed to buy some time.

      Then Gibson would arrive and could help finish this.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Kip almost grinned. “A beautiful place to create my masterpieces. The website I started was very profitable.”

      “Good Time Girls?”

      His grin widened. “That’s the one. Best thing I ever did. My mom . . . she used to be a Good Time Girl herself.”

      Duke blanched at his words. That explained some of this.

      “Is that right?” He crept closer.

      Kip’s face changed from delighted to disturbed in two seconds flat. “It’s her fault my little sister died.”

      He’d had a sister?

      Several scenarios ran through Duke’s head before he asked, “Did your sister drown?”

      Kip nodded, his eyes widening as if he might be coming unglued. “We were outside playing. I told her not to walk on the water, that it wasn’t frozen hard enough yet. She didn’t listen. Then I tried to get my mom, to tell her what was happening. But she ignored me. She was with one of her men. If she’d come when I’d asked her, Laurie might still be alive right now.”

      “Was your sister wearing a fairy costume when she slipped into the river?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” His lips twitched as he fought tears. “Laurie was a beautiful soul. She didn’t deserve to die like that.” The darkness in his eyes only grew.

      “I’m sure she didn’t.” Duke took another step closer. “But neither do any of these other women.”

      “Every time I see the sculptures of them, I remember what Laurie could have been. It helps me feel close to her. At the same time, I’m teaching these other women a lesson. They can’t keep doing what they’re doing. They need to pay for their actions.”

      “Then why start a website encouraging prostitution?” Duke continued to try to put the pieces together.

      “I can see people’s true colors! I can make them pay! The website is funding me as I do what I need to do.” His voice rose with every word.

      “Mariella isn’t a prostitute,” Duke said. “You’ve got the wrong girl.”

      Kip’s nostrils flared. “I guess that depends on your perspective.”

      “She deserves better than this.”

      “No, she doesn’t.” Kip began to drag her back toward the water, something close to vengeance in his steps.

      Duke raised his gun to stop him. But when he did, another arrow flew through the air and hit his arm. He must have triggered something else—another laser.

      His gun fell to the ground.

      When he looked up, Kip had run the rest of the way to the river and was about to plunge Mariella into the watery depths.
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      Andi saw everything happening and knew she needed to act.

      Duke . . . he’d gone down.

      Was he okay?

      She wanted to check on him.

      But Kip was about to kill Mariella.

      She couldn’t let that happen.

      Making a split-second decision, she sprinted toward the river.

      She had to stop Kip, using whatever means necessary.

      “Wait!” she yelled.

      Kip paused and glanced at her.

      “You too?” His eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

      “I had to help.” Andi paused, not wanting to set him off.

      She dropped the branch she’d picked up and raised her hands to show him she didn’t have a weapon.

      She did have her best defense with her, however.

      Her ability to argue.

      “Don’t come any closer.” Kip tugged Mariella to the water’s edge. “I don’t want to have to hurt you. I kind of liked you. Liked what you guys were doing. But you need to stay out of my way right now.”

      “I need you to stop.” Andi kept her voice calm. “You’re better than this, Kip.”

      “I’m trying to make the world a better place. To eliminate evil women like my mother. To remember Laurie by doing things in her honor.”

      “This isn’t what your sister would want.” Andi had overheard that much of the conversation.

      “How do you know that?” he snapped.

      “Because I see a certain goodness inside you,” Andi said. “You’re trying to do the right thing. But you’re going about this all wrong.”

      “You don’t know anything!”

      “I know a lot. I know what it’s like to want justice for a wrong that’s been done to you.”

      “You couldn’t possibly understand.” Kip swung his head back in forth in disagreement.

      “But I do. My friend and colleague was killed by an evil man. All I want is to teach the person who did it a lesson. It’s all I think about day and night sometimes.”

      Kip studied her. “So what are you doing about it?”

      “I packed up my entire life and came to Alaska to take him down. I gave up my career. I lost my friends. And sometimes, I think I’m losing my mind.”

      He stared at her another moment as if contemplating her story.

      Andi prayed this worked.

      She glanced at Mariella.

      Her friend wore a pink fairy costume.

      Mariella had to be freezing—even if she wasn’t in the water.

      Andi was going to need to speed this up.

      But how?
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        * * *

      

      Duke listened to Andi talk.

      She’d shared details that she’d never told Duke.

      Had she made those things up?

      Or were they truth?

      This wasn’t the time to ask those questions. But his respect—and curiosity—about the woman only grew.

      Right now, they needed to save Mariella.

      His arm hurt.

      The arrow had skimmed it.

      But he’d faked his pain. Pretended like he was more injured than he was.

      All so he could add the element of surprise.

      Andi was doing a good job talking this guy down from the ledge, but Duke needed to be prepared to act.

      “I have to do this, and you can’t stop me!” Kip seemed to slip into a different personality.

      His eyes seemed to almost turn black as his pupils fully dilated.

      It was as if the man had retreated into himself and something evil emerged.

      The next instant, he began moving Mariella again.

      She’d begun to stir. But she was in no state to run. No doubt she’d been drugged.

      They had to stop him.

      Duke tried to reach for his gun.

      Before he could, someone yelled, “Police! Stop what you’re doing!”

      The words only made Kip move faster, only made him pull Mariella with more frantic motions toward the river.

      Then a shot sliced through the air.

      Kip paused, his eyes widening in shock.

      Then he fell to the ground.

      The next moment, Gibson stepped from the woods.

      Other officers followed, surrounding them.

      Duke relaxed a moment.

      Backup had arrived—and just in the nick of time.

      Andi took off toward Mariella, stripping her coat off as she did.

      Duke watched as Andi knelt beside her friend and wrapped her jacket over her while leaning down and murmuring reassurances.

      He pulled himself to his feet and started toward them.

      Maybe this was all finally over.
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      Four hours later, the murder club had been given the okay to visit Mariella at the hospital.

      She’d been checked out and treated. Questioned by police. Forced to rest a bit.

      Matthew had already gone in to talk to her, but no one besides family was allowed.

      Until now.

      Andi braced herself to see her friend. Thankfully, Duke had only required a few stitches for his injuries, and Ranger’s wound had been thoroughly cleaned, stitched, and bandaged as well.

      It could have turned out so much worse.

      She was so grateful for the happy ending, but she wished Mariella hadn’t been forced to go through all she had.

      “Let’s do this,” Andi murmured as they all headed toward the door.

      Mariella looked surprisingly perky when they stepped into her room. Her hair had been brushed, and she may have even put on some makeup. And was that a phone in her hand? Had she been recording part of her hospital stay? Doing some selfie-style confessionals?

      Andi supposed if she allowed herself to think like a podcaster and entertainer, that capturing some of these moments would be golden.

      At least it gave Mariella something to focus on other than her pain. Sometimes when people channeled their hard moments and did something positive with them, it made everything so much easier.

      “I’m so glad to see you all,” Mariella said as they gathered around her bed. Despite her perkiness, something deeper now lingered in both her gaze and her voice.

      This experience would change her.

      Tragedy and trauma did that.

      “Not as glad as we are to see you,” Duke replied.

      “How did you find me?” Mariella glanced at each of them. “I thought for sure I was going to die.” Her voice caught, and she rubbed her throat as if it had betrayed her.

      She was trying to sound stronger than she was, wasn’t she?

      More compassion flooded Andi.

      The group ran through everything that happened, and Mariella listened to the update.

      Then she told them about how she’d stepped outside at the hotel to get some fresh air when Kip began talking to her. He told her he’d found some new footage he wanted to share with the group for the podcast. Then he had taken her into a suite to show her on his phone so he wouldn’t get caught.

      Almost as soon as they stepped inside, she’d felt a prick in her neck. He’d injected her with something. Then everything had gone dark, and she’d woken up in the basement of his house.

      Mariella wasn’t even sure how much time had passed or how Kip had gotten her to a different location. But Andi suspected Kip had used the tunnel to take her to the restaurant, and from there he’d somehow gotten her to his car.

      He must have taken her to his house on his lunch break and then gotten back to the hotel in time to make it appear as if he’d been there the whole time.

      He really was clever.

      He’d even convinced Warren to help him—though Kip hadn’t told Warren his real identity. All their dealings had been via online messaging. All the while, Kip had been able to monitor what Warren was doing through Kip’s role as hotel security.

      The guy clearly had an artistic side. When he wasn’t trying out his hand at ice sculpting, he’d painted. Several of his “masterpieces” had been found by police in his house.

      In some ways, the guy was just trying to deal with his sister’s death. His mother’s neglect. Probably his own guilt and regret for what he perceived as his shortcoming in allowing his sister to drown.

      But killing innocent women wasn’t the way he should have gone about things.

      That may have been the understatement of the year.

      “I know that most of you need to get back to your lives soon,” Mariella said. “That you have jobs waiting for you.”

      Andi did have to go to work tomorrow. Duke had also mentioned he had some tours lined up this week. Meanwhile, Lloyd wouldn’t let Simmy take too many days off. She and Ranger were going to drive back up to the Arctic Circle as soon as they were done here.

      “So are we on for another podcast?” Mariella asked as she searched each of their faces, a touch of hope in her voice.

      They all exchanged glances. Before anyone could answer, Andi pulled up the edge of her sweatshirt to reveal the T-shirt underneath it.

      It was the one Mariella had made for them.

      “I’m still in. And you know why?” Andi glanced around at the group again. “Because I think we’re stronger together.”

      “I think we are too.” Duke looked at Ranger, his tone all business. “I’m sorry I questioned you. You were willing to take a bullet—or an arrow, in this case—for me. I don’t know how to repay you for that.”

      “It was no problem, I understand.” Ranger nodded stiffly. “I know I don’t say much. But maybe one day I’ll tell you more of my story.”

      That was enough of a promise for Andi.

      “I just love you guys.” Simmy practically beamed as she looked at each person. “I have to admit that working at the trading post isn’t always the most fun thing. This is giving me a new reason to wake up in the morning.”

      “So we’re all in?” Mariella’s eyes widened as she waited for their confirmation.

      A smile stretched across Andi’s face. “I think we are.”

      Mariella squealed and did her cheerleader clap. “That makes me so happy.”

      A knock sounded on the door behind them, and they all turned to see Gibson step inside.

      He shook his head almost playfully when he saw all of them. “I know I keep saying this, but . . . the gang’s all here again.”

      “Yes, we are,” Andi said. “Thank you for everything that you did also, Trooper Gibson.”

      “Just doing my job.” He nodded grimly as his thoughts seemed to shift. “Kip was behind all of this. What you said earlier was true. His sister died when she fell into a frozen pond behind their house. It was just Kip, his sister, and his mom. His mom had taken up prostitution to earn some extra money. She was with a client and drugged up when his sister fell into the water.”

      “Did Kip really kill his mother?” Simmy’s voice wavered as she waited for Gibson’s response.

      “He admitted he did,” Gibson said. “She was found dead in the pond about three months after Laurie died. There were drugs in her system so investigators just assumed she was high and hadn’t realized what she was doing. Afterward, Kip went to several foster homes. Some of them weren’t good. Mysterious things happened at each of them, but we didn’t realize the pattern until now.”

      “That’s how it often works.” Duke’s gaze darkened as if he didn’t like those facts.

      “What about that bloody handprint left in Andi’s room?” Mariella asked. “Did Kip leave that? It doesn’t seem to fit everything else he did.”

      Andi held her breath as she waited for Gibson’s response. “No, we don’t believe Kip did that. You’re right. It doesn’t fit. We’re not sure what happened.”

      Andi pressed her lips together.

      Gibson might not know, but she did.

      One of Victor’s men had left her room like that to send a message.

      Victor . . .

      She’d messaged the doorman at the office building a couple of hours ago.

      He’d said Victor left this morning to go somewhere. He didn’t know anything else.

      Victor had been here in town, and she hadn’t found out any information on him. She hated that.

      But helping Mariella had been more important.

      Gibson’s expression turned grimmer. “There’s one other thing I thought I would let you guys know about. I know that you’re celebrating solving this case, and I don’t want to ruin your sense of victory right now. But I thought you would like to know that this morning, we got another report from the Far North.”

      The Far North was what people here in Alaska called the Arctic Circle. Fairbanks, on the other hand, was called the Interior.

      But Andi had no idea where Gibson was going with this. “What’s happening?”

      He glanced at Duke. “Another woman went missing from the Dalton Highway.”

      “What?” Duke gripped the bed railing in front of him.

      Gibson nodded. “We’re still looking into it. The woman runs a travel website, and she was last seen taking some pictures along the highway. That was three days ago. No one has seen her since, and her van, which was parked on the side of the road, is still there.”

      The Missing Women of Dalton Highway . . . the person behind those disappearances . . . had he struck again?

      Andi’s heart pounded with compassion as she glanced at Duke and saw the emotions washing over his face.

      Gibson didn’t know about the developments concerning Bobby Lad/William Ladak and Celeste/Ella yet. But Duke said he planned on telling him.

      Andi knew exactly what case they would be investigating next.

      Duke couldn’t put this off any longer.

      They had to figure out what happened to Celeste . . . one way or another.

      And Andi didn’t think anyone here in the group would argue with that.

      Because sometimes all a person needed was a little hope to get them by.

      Maybe together, that’s what they’d found.

      Hope.

      Hope away from the secrets of their past. Hope in community. Hope in finding something they were passionate about.

      Duke would also say hope in God.

      Andi had prayed for the first time in what seemed like forever.

      She’d been desperate to believe there was a God out there who cared.

      Maybe there was.

      Maybe she should rethink her stubbornness on the matter—and reexamine the hurt that had led her here.

      Because maybe trusting in God was the best kind of hope of all.
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        Thank you for reading He Walks Among Us. If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review.
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        The Grayling Lodge was inspired by Pike’s Waterfront Lodge in Fairbanks.

      

        

      
        Pike’s is a wonderful and fun hotel—I so enjoyed staying there with all its quirky decorations and fun amenities. However, I didn’t want to use a real hotel for this book given the nature of what happens there.

      

        

      
        If you ever go to Fairbanks, stay at Pike’s! You won’t regret it.
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      Edge of Peril

      When evil descends like fog on a mountain community, no one feels safe. After hearing about a string of murders in a Smoky Mountain town, journalist Harper Jennings realizes a startling truth. She knows who may be responsible—the same person who tried to kill her three years ago. Now Harper must convince the cops to believe her before the killer strikes again. Sheriff Luke Wilder returned to his hometown, determined to keep the promise he made to his dying father. The sleepy tourist area with a tragic past hadn’t seen a murder in decades—until now. Keeping the community safe seems impossible as darkness edges closer, threatening to consume everything in its path. As The Watcher grows desperate, Harper and Luke must work together in order to defeat him. But the peril around them escalates, making it clear the killer will stop at nothing to get what he wants.

      

      Margin of Error

      Some secrets have deadly consequences. Brynlee Parker thought her biggest challenge would be hiking to Dead Man’s Bluff and fulfilling her dad’s last wishes. She never thought she’d witness two men being viciously murdered while on a mountainous trail. Even worse, the deadly predator is now hunting her. Boone Wilder wants nothing to do with Dead Man’s Bluff, not after his wife died there. But he can’t seem to mind his own business when a mysterious out-of-towner burst into his camp store in a frenzied panic. Something—or someone—deadly is out there. The killer’s hunger for blood seems to be growing at a brutal pace. Can Brynlee and Boone figure out who’s behind these murders? Or will the hurts and secrets from their past not allow for even a margin of error?

      

      Brink of Danger

      Ansley Wilder has always lived life on the wild side, using thrills to numb the pain from her past and escape her mistakes. But a near-death experience two years ago changed everything. When another incident nearly claims her life, she turns her thrill-seeking ways into a fight for survival. Ryan Philips left Fog Lake to chase adventure far from home. Now he’s returned as the new fire chief in town, but the slower paced life he seeks is nowhere to be found. Not only is a wildfire blazing out of control, but a malicious killer known as “The Woodsman” is enacting crimes that appear accidental. Plus, there seems to be a strange connection with these incidents and his best friend’s little sister, Ansley Wilder.  As a killer watches their every move and the forest fire threatens to destroy their scenic town, both Ryan and Ansley hover on the brink of danger. One wrong move could send them tumbling over the edge . . . permanently.

      

      Line of Duty

      Jaxon Wilder didn’t plan on returning home to Fog Lake, Tennessee, following his tour of duty in Iraq. But after a gut-wrenching failure during his stint in the Army, he now faces a new challenge: his family. Abby Brennan always did her best to be the good girl and to live by the rules. When a wrong decision changes her entire life, she tries to hide from the world. However, a madman known as the Executioner is determined to find her and enact his own brand of justice. When Jaxon and Abby are thrown together in the killer’s crosshairs, they’re forced to depend on one another to survive. Will Jaxon’s sense of duty be enough to help keep Abby safe? Or will deadly secrets lead to the penalty of death?

      

      Legacy of Lies

      The justice system failed her family—and so did her hometown. Madison Colson knows deep down that her father—a convicted serial killer—is innocent. But believing it and proving it are two entirely different things. Unable to help her father, Madison has spent most of her adult life overcompensating by helping others. When her aunt dies unexpectantly, duty calls her back to Fog Lake, Tennessee, a beautiful but painful place she’d rather forget. Terrifying events begin to unfold once she arrives, unleashing her worst nightmares. The Good Samaritan Killer—or a copycat—is back, and now Madison Colson is his target. FBI Special Agent Shane Townsend is determined to stop the deadly rampage that has sent the tightknit community into a frenzy. But he needs to earn Madison’s trust first. The task feels impossible, especially considering his father is the one who put her dad in prison. With the whole town on edge and pointing fingers, tension escalates out of control. Madison and Shane must sort the facts from the lies—and fight for a legacy of truth—before The Good Samaritan Killer has the final say.

      

      Secrets of Shame

      A killer has a promise to keep . . . Attorney Isaac Colson only wants to put his tumultuous past in Fog Lake behind him and return to his life in Memphis. But when an ominous text threatens that he must come back or there will be deadly consequences, he knows he can’t take any chances. Rebecca Moreno has only ever loved one man—her high school sweetheart, Isaac Colson. But when his dad went to prison for murder, Rebecca’s father forbade them from seeing each other again. Years later, Isaac is back in town and old feelings are stirring. But Rebecca is harboring a secret that could change everything. When The Good Samaritan Killer strikes again, guilt pummels her. She has to tell Isaac the truth. But as events unfold, she has more to lose than ever. Isaac and Rebecca must find answers—their lives depend on it. But everyone seems to have secrets, each that forms an obstacle to finding the truth . . . and to staying alive.

      

      Refuge of Redemption

      Home is a place of refuge—unless it’s a killer’s playground. For years, Bear Colson has been known as the serial killer’s son. But now, someone else is behind bars for the crimes his father was accused of committing. Bear wants to believe hope for a brighter future is in sight, but he has reason to suspect more than one killer was involved. Forensic photographer Piper Stephens’ career crashed and burned when she trusted the wrong man. Now, after discovering an alarming secret about the infamous Good Samaritan Killer, she sets out to find both answers and redemption. But things go awry when her assistant becomes the next victim. As fear batters Fog Lake residents once again, Bear and Piper join forces to track down the truth. But the killer is determined to remain in the shadows—and he’ll destroy anyone who stands in his way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            complete book list

          

        

      

    

    
      Squeaky Clean Mysteries:

      #1 Hazardous Duty

      Half Witted (Squeaky Clean In Between Mysteries Book 1, novella)

      #2 Suspicious Minds

      #2.5 It Came Upon a Midnight Crime (novella)

      #3 Organized Grime

      #4 Dirty Deeds

      #5 The Scum of All Fears

      #6 To Love, Honor and Perish

      #7 Mucky Streak

      #8 Foul Play

      #9 Broom & Gloom

      #10 Dust and Obey

      #11 Thrill Squeaker

      #11.5 Swept Away (novella)

      #12 Cunning Attractions

      #13 Cold Case: Clean Getaway

      #14 Cold Case: Clean Sweep

      #15 Cold Case: Clean Break

      #16 Cleans to an End

      While You Were Sweeping, A Riley Thomas Spinoff

      

      The Sierra Files:

      #1 Pounced

      #2 Hunted

      #3 Pranced

      #4 Rattled

      

      The Gabby St. Claire Diaries (a Tween Mystery series):

      #1 The Curtain Call Caper

      #2 The Disappearing Dog Dilemma

      #3 The Bungled Bike Burglaries

      

      The Worst Detective Ever

      #1 Ready to Fumble

      #2 Reign of Error

      #3 Safety in Blunders

      #4 Join the Flub

      #5 Blooper Freak

      #6 Flaw Abiding Citizen

      #7 Gaffe Out Loud

      #8 Joke and Dagger

      #9 Wreck the Halls

      #10 Glitch and Famous

      #11 Not on My Botch

      

      Raven Remington

      Relentless

      

      Holly Anna Paladin Mysteries:

      #1 Random Acts of Murder

      #2 Random Acts of Deceit

      #2.5 Random Acts of Scrooge

      #3 Random Acts of Malice

      #4 Random Acts of Greed

      #5 Random Acts of Fraud

      #6 Random Acts of Outrage

      #7 Random Acts of Iniquity

      

      Lantern Beach Mysteries

      #1 Hidden Currents

      #2 Flood Watch

      #3 Storm Surge

      #4 Dangerous Waters

      #5 Perilous Riptide

      #6 Deadly Undertow

      

      Lantern Beach Romantic Suspense

      #1 Tides of Deception

      #2 Shadow of Intrigue

      #3 Storm of Doubt

      #4 Winds of Danger

      #5 Rains of Remorse

      #6 Torrents of Fear

      

      Lantern Beach P.D.

      #1 On the Lookout

      #2 Attempt to Locate

      #3 First Degree Murder

      #4 Dead on Arrival

      #5 Plan of Action

      

      Lantern Beach Escape

      Afterglow (a novelette)

      

      Lantern Beach Blackout

      #1 Dark Water

      #2 Safe Harbor

      #3 Ripple Effect

      #4 Rising Tide

      

      Lantern Beach Guardians

      #1 Hide and Seek

      #2 Shock and Awe

      #3 Safe and Sound

      

      Lantern Beach Blackout: The New Recruits

      #1 Rocco

      #2 Axel

      #3 Beckett

      #4 Gabe

      

      Lantern Beach Mayday

      #1 Run Aground

      #2 Dead Reckoning

      #3 Tipping Point

      

      Lantern Beach Blackout: Danger Rising

      #1 Brandon

      #2 Dylan

      #3 Maddox

      #4 Titus

      

      Lantern Beach Christmas

      Silent Night

      

      Crime á la Mode

      #1 Dead Man’s Float

      #2 Milkshake Up

      #3 Bomb Pop Threat

      #4 Banana Split Personalities

      

      Beach Bound Books and Beans Mysteries

      #1 Bound by Murder

      #2 Bound by Disaster

      #3 Bound by Mystery

      #4 Bound by Trouble

      #5 Bound by Mayhem

      

      Vanishing Ranch

      #1 Forgotten Secrets

      #2 Necessary Risk

      #3 Risky Ambition

      #4 Deadly Intent

      #5 Lethal Betrayal

      #6 High Stakes Deception

      #7 Fatal Vendetta

      #8 Troubled Tidings

      #9 Narrow Escape

      #10 Desperate Rescue

      

      The Sidekick’s Survival Guide

      #1 The Art of Eavesdropping

      #2 The Perks of Meddling

      #3 The Exercise of Interfering

      #4 The Practice of Prying

      #5 The Skill of Snooping

      #6 The Craft of Being Covert

      

      Saltwater Cowboys

      #1 Saltwater Cowboy

      #2 Breakwater Protector

      #3 Cape Corral Keeper

      #4 Seagrass Secrets

      #5 Driftwood Danger

      #6 Unwavering Security

      

      Beach House Mysteries

      #1 The Cottage on Ghost Lane

      #2 The Inn on Hanging Hill

      #3 The House on Dagger Point

      

      School of Hard Rocks Mysteries

      #1 The Treble with Murder

      #2 Crime Strikes a Chord

      #3 Tone Death

      

      Carolina Moon Series

      #1 Home Before Dark

      #2 Gone By Dark

      #3 Wait Until Dark

      #4 Light the Dark

      #5 Taken By Dark

      

      Suburban Sleuth Mysteries:

      Death of the Couch Potato’s Wife

      

      Fog Lake Suspense:

      #1 Edge of Peril

      #2 Margin of Error

      #3 Brink of Danger

      #4 Line of Duty

      #5 Legacy of Lies

      #6 Secrets of Shame

      #7 Refuge of Redemption

      

      Cape Thomas Series:

      #1 Dubiosity

      #2 Disillusioned

      #3 Distorted

      

      Standalone Romantic Mystery:

      The Good Girl

      

      Suspense:

      Imperfect

      The Wrecking

      

      Sweet Christmas Novella:

      Home to Chestnut Grove

      

      Standalone Romantic-Suspense:

      Keeping Guard

      The Last Target

      Race Against Time

      Ricochet

      Key Witness

      Lifeline

      High-Stakes Holiday Reunion

      Desperate Measures

      Hidden Agenda

      Mountain Hideaway

      Dark Harbor

      Shadow of Suspicion

      The Baby Assignment

      The Cradle Conspiracy

      Trained to Defend

      Mountain Survival

      Dangerous Mountain Rescue

      

      Nonfiction:

      Characters in the Kitchen

      Changed: True Stories of Finding God through Christian Music (out of print)

      The Novel in Me: The Beginner’s Guide to Writing and Publishing a Novel (out of print)
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      USA Today has called Christy Barritt's books “scary, funny, passionate, and quirky.”

      

      Christy writes both mystery and romantic suspense novels that are clean with underlying messages of faith. Her books have sold more than four million copies and have won the Daphne du Maurier Award for Excellence in Suspense and Mystery, have been twice nominated for the Romantic Times Reviewers’ Choice Award, and have finaled for both a Carol Award and Foreword Magazine’s Book of the Year.

      

      She is married to her Prince Charming, a man who thinks she’s hilarious—but only when she's not trying to be. Christy is a self-proclaimed klutz, an avid music lover who’s known for spontaneously bursting into song, and a road trip aficionado.

      

      When she's not working or spending time with her family, she enjoys singing, playing the guitar, and exploring small, unsuspecting towns where people have no idea how accident-prone she is.

      

      Find Christy online at:

      www.christybarritt.com

      www.facebook.com/christybarritt

      www.twitter.com/cbarritt

      

      Sign up for Christy’s newsletter to get information on all of her latest releases here: www.christybarritt.com/newsletter-sign-up/
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