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A deadly secret can’t stay buried forever . . .


Revenge. It’s the only thing that helps Anya Best sleep at night. The serial killer who murdered her sister is on the loose, and Anya will stop at nothing to put him behind bars. But she can’t do it alone.


Private investigator Heath Jones’s job is to bring the bad guys to justice. He knew the Copper Killer’s latest victim so when her sister asks for help, he’s all in.


But when Anya uses the media to taunt the killer, she exposes Heath’s identity, putting them both in jeopardy. Now, long-buried secrets are coming to light – and the forces determined to destroy Heath are watching, waiting to exact their own revenge by any means necessary . . .


For more addictive romantic suspense look out for the rest of the titles in the Blood Brothers and Sin Brothers series. And for thrilling passion played out against a dangerous race for survival, look for the titles in The Scorpius Syndrome series: Mercury Striking, Shadow Falling, and Justice Ascending.
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PROLOGUE


Twenty years ago


The car smelled like leather and something fake. Heath had never been in a new car before, but he’d seen advertisements for “new car smell” fresheners on television a couple of times. Last month, he would’ve liked exploring the car. Now, who cared? Why bother?


His head hurt, and his chest ached. The doctors had just finished poking at him, real doctors, which was weird. “Why did I have to get a physical?” he asked the driver.


She looked at him in the mirror, her blue eyes sharp. “We like to have a complete medical history at the boys home.”


Boys home. Yeah. What a shithole. Heath had arrived there yesterday, tried to save a mangy kitten, and then had taken a beating from the owner of the place. Ned Cobb was an asshole.


But hey, Heath had saved the cat. It had been his first day, and it had sucked. Then this lady had shown up early in the morning to take him for a routine physical. The doctors had believed him about falling on his bike to get the bruises.


Like he’d ever had a bike. “How long do I have to stay at this place?”


“Until you’re an adult.”


That sucked. His mom’s boyfriend had killed her and then disappeared more than a week ago. Heath had been trying to find him, but the police had caught his ass, putting him into the system.


At just eleven years old, he didn’t know much about the system except he didn’t want to be there.


The car smell was kind of cool, but he’d give anything to smell his mom’s lotion again. Her scent had been soft and sweet, kind of like he imagined pink roses would smell. If he’d been stronger, smarter . . . he could’ve saved her. Tears pricked the back of his eyes, and he ruthlessly shoved them away.


It hurt, but he kept his gaze blank, especially since the lady driving the car kept watching him. She had really sharp blue eyes and too-red lips, and she’d known his name.


“Do you work at the boys home?” he asked, shifting on the leather seat.


“No. I just consult,” she said, her eyebrows rising as she looked at him in the mirror. Her voice sounded like the ex-lawyer who’d lived next to Heath at one time. The guy had swum constantly in a vodka bottle but had been all right and even helpful with geometry homework. This lady probably had a bunch of degrees, too.


Heath didn’t have words, so he nodded at her, not really giving a shit about a home or whatever a consultant did. Without his mom to take care of, he didn’t have anything to do, since Spyder, the fucking killer, was long gone. His mom had been sweet but so lost with the meth. Sometimes she’d loved the dangerous crystals more than him, but he got it. Drugs sucked. He rubbed his chest, picturing her pretty bluish green eyes when they’d been clear. Drug free, she’d loved him a lot.


That was more than most kids got.


She had always chosen losers to live with, and Heath had been getting just big enough to protect her. But he hadn’t gotten there fast enough and she’d died. He clenched his fingers into a fist and fought not to cry in front of the lady driving the car.


“You’ll like it at the home,” the woman said. “And we’ll get to know each other.”


Why would the lady want to know him? “Humph.”


She smiled, and her teeth were really straight. “Do you remember my name?”


He scratched a scab on his elbow. “Sylvia Daniels.” He never forgot anything and could even recite the first page of a book he’d read years ago. “You’re a social worker studying smart kids.” At least that’s what she’d said when she’d picked him up to take him to the doctor. Something told him she wasn’t giving him the full truth, but grown-ups usually didn’t. So long as they left him alone, he didn’t really care. But she probably wasn’t going to leave him alone.


“Did your mother tell you anything about your father or family?” Sylvia asked.


“No.” Heath picked the scab off, and his elbow bled a little. His mom had seemed afraid of somebody—maybe family—and was always looking over her shoulder. “Do you know anything about them?”


“I do not,” Sylvia said, her voice changing in pitch.


He leaned his head back on the seat. Grown-ups always fucking lied. He’d gotten the feeling more than once that he and his mom were running from something. Maybe his dad was a total asshole who wanted to kill them. Made sense, considering the men his mom had ended up loving.


Well, except him. She’d loved him. Maybe he was an asshole, too. He frowned.


Even if he came from a jerk of a father, his mom had been a good person. Maybe he was half good. That’d be okay. If he’d had a chance, he might’ve been all good and made her proud. Gotten her help somehow.


Now he’d never get the chance. His bottom lip trembled, and he bit it. Hard.


Sylvia pulled down a long dirt road by a sign that said lost springs home for boys on it.


The name had an odd ring to it, and he shivered at seeing the sign again. They reached the main building, and she stopped the car.


Heath slowly slid out and scanned the area. He’d hadn’t had a chance to really look around the previous day. Now the place seemed busy. A bunch of bigger boys messed with a scruffy dog over by a stand of trees. Assholes. Some smaller kids played with a soccer ball in a dirt field a ways away. His gaze caught on a boy sitting on a log fence by himself just watching everyone. He was frowning at the big kids.


Sylvia followed his gaze. “That’s Ryker. He’s another boy I study.” Her voice had a low tone Heath couldn’t quite read, but a shiver wound down his back.


He swallowed. Nothing in him wanted to be studied. Did he have a choice? Probably not. “Do you study a lot of kids?”


“Only the two of you.”


The shiver got bigger. What did “study” mean? He didn’t want to wonder, but he couldn’t help it. “Why the two of us?”


She turned to face him full-on. “You’re special, Heath. Both of you are.”


He tried to smile for her and play the game, but his mouth wouldn’t work. Did she know all about him? About the way he could hear things other people couldn’t? His eyesight and memory were weirdly good, and he could move really fast if he had to. There was nowhere to hide from this woman, so he didn’t try. “How are we special?”


“We’re going to find that out.”


Maybe she didn’t know what he could do. He sure wasn’t going to tell her. Heath looked back at Ryker. There was something about the boy that called to him. Did Ryker have freaky skills, too? Why else would Sylvia study him? Heath’s heart beat faster.


Sylvia smiled. “I’ll go get Ned Cobb so we can discuss your plan here. I know you met him yesterday. Why don’t you introduce yourself to Ryker?”


Heath didn’t move. What if Ryker punched him in the face? Then he’d punch back, and he’d be in a fight right off the bat. But maybe Ryker knew a way out of the boys home. Heath had known bad people during his life, and when the hair on the back of his neck rose, it was time to run. Was there anywhere to run?


He rubbed the back of his neck.


Sylvia disappeared into the building.


Heath watched Ryker, and Ryker had turned his full attention on Heath. Then the older boy moved toward Heath, and he walked like a tiger Heath had seen on television one time.


Heath hunched his shoulders but didn’t back up. He planted his threadbare tennis shoes that were a size too big.


Ryker had bluish green eyes and fresh bruises along his jaw. “I saw you save that cat yesterday.”


Heath blinked. He hadn’t realized anybody had been watching. That was rare for him. “He was alone and scared.” The scruffy little thing had just wanted food, and Heath had peanuts. “Um, I’m Heath.”


Ryker eyed him.


Heath cleared his voice. “Who hurt your face?”


Ryker didn’t even twitch.


Yeah. That’s what Heath had thought. How far did the woods go? He could run that way. “Sylvia said she studies you.”


Ryker’s eyes flared and then shut down. Jumbled emotions came from him and bombarded Heath. “You her new pet?”


Acid crawled through Heath’s stomach. “I hope not,” he blurted. He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked around the perfectly clean place with no litter anywhere. The sun was too bright. Most of the clean in his life was just on the surface. This home . . . had dirty all over it. He could feel it. “Is this a good place?” His voice was too high, and he blanched.


“No.”


That’s what he’d figured. One beating from Ned Cobb was all he was gonna take. “Then I’m outta here.” He turned for the road.


“You won’t make it.” Ryker sighed. “Not today, anyway. Don’t try it.”


Heath paused. “Sylvia said she wants to study me, too.”


Ryker’s gaze narrowed. “Did she say why?”


“No.” Heath swallowed over a lump in his throat. The kid didn’t seem to want a friend. “Do you like being studied?”


“Fuck no.” Ryker took a rock and threw it across the dirt.


Heath’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah. I kinda figured that.”


Ryker cocked his head. “I’m leaving as soon as I can.”


Heath’s knees wobbled. “Maybe I could come with you?” The two of them would be stronger together.


The boy studied him as if he could peel Heath’s skin back and see all the way to his bones. Finally, Ryker nodded. “Are you a dickhead who tortures animals?” he asked, jerking his head toward the bigger boys.


Heath breathed out, his lungs finally relaxing. “No. Like the kitten yesterday, I try to save ’em.” It seemed like Ryker needed to be saved a little. Maybe they could be friends. If nothing else, they could cover each other’s backs. “You?”


“I don’t torture, but saving seems a waste of time.” Ryker’s mouth turned down.


Heath leaned against the shiny car. His chest puffed out. He could help Ryker get the hell out of this place. Maybe not be so alone. Then Ryker could help him find the dick who’d killed his mom.


The bruises on Ryker made Heath’s stomach clench again. They would survive. He’d make sure of it. “It’s gonna be okay, Ryker. I promise.”


The dog yelped from a bigger boy throwing a rock at its legs. Heath’s body heated, and he pushed away from the vehicle.


“Where are you going?” Ryker asked.


“To save the dog.”




CHAPTER
1


Present day


Pictures of dead girls lined the east wall of the small home office, their eyes somehow accusatory. Anya Best paced the new carpet in the temporary apartment in Snowville, Washington, trying to avoid looking at the faces. On the west wall, a corkboard held the layout for an article she was writing on the criminal mind and how it related to social media. Being on sabbatical from her job as a professor should have made it easy to write. The other wall held a murder board. Pictures of viciously killed redheads with neatly typed notes beneath each victim. She’d profiled their killer, but it was their faces that haunted her at night.


They all looked a little like her. Red hair, youngish, bright eyed. Before they had been strangled to death.


Her cell phone rang from the makeshift desk, and she jumped for it. “Hello?” she asked breathlessly. Was her sister finally checking in?


A male voice cleared. “Is this Anya?”


She drew up, her breath heating. It wasn’t Loretta. Her temples thrummed. “Who is this?”


“Heath Jones of Lost Bastards Investigative Services. We met briefly last week in Salt Lake when I, ah, collaborated on the Copper Killer case with Loretta.” His voice was low and authoritative. Smooth and deep.


She exhaled. “Right. I remember.” She and Loretta had been in Salt Lake with the serial killer task force, tracking down a lead. Another missing girl. “How did you get my number?” Heath had spent an hour with Loretta, who was a special agent with the FBI, and they’d compared notes. Anya had been working in the other room.


“I’m a P.I. We get numbers,” he said, the tone lacking humor.


“Oh.” Anya swallowed and turned away from the murder board. “Loretta isn’t here.”


Silence. “Ah, what do you mean?” he asked, his tone dropping. Tension slammed through the line.


“She’s undercover and has been for nearly two days.” Anya should probably be watching her words, but Loretta had trusted the guy, at least a little. “Do you have any updates on the case? I’ve been profiling the killer and could use any new information.” She didn’t reveal the rest of her involvement.


“You’re, ah, a profiler?” he asked, almost as if gathering his thoughts.


She frowned. “Criminal psychologist.” Sure, she just taught at the college, but she had the skills and knowledge. She’d been forced to use them.


He was silent longer this time.


“Mr. Jones?” What in the world was going on? She’d met Heath only once, very quickly, but she remembered him well. Tall with broad shoulders wide enough to play professional football. Stunning green eyes with gold flecks, and an intensity that had given her pause. Danger.


Finally, he spoke. “I need to see Loretta’s files again. Can you bring them to me?”


Clearly Loretta hadn’t shared all of her files with him. “No,” Anya said. The agents guarding the entrance to the apartment building wouldn’t let her leave anyway. She was under lockdown until Loretta returned from making herself bait for the damn killer. “Sorry.” A sharp rap sounded on the door. “I have to go. Bye.” She clicked off and turned to run through the narrow living room for the door. Was there news on Loretta?


She flung open the door. Two men stood in the bright hallway.


“Anya Best?” The first guy had brown eyes, wavy dark hair, and a charming smile. He stood like he could handle himself. A jacket covered his large frame, and a slight bulge showed at his waist.


Gun. He had a gun at his waist. She gulped. All right. She stepped back. “Who are you?”


The guy dug out a badge holder and flipped it open. “U.S. Marshal D. J. Smithers.”


She blinked. “The FBI agent downstairs let you in?”


“Of course,” he said smoothly.


The other guy, much shorter than his buddy, nodded soberly. He had nearly black eyes, adult acne, and a slight paunch over his dress pants. “We just need a moment of your time.”


“Why?” If this was about the task force, the FBI would be present. “I don’t understand. Is this about the Copper Killer case?” She needed Loretta to be there. Where was her sister, damn it?


“No.” Smithers tucked his badge back into his coat. “It’s about Heath Jones and the Lost Bastards detective agency.”


Anya’s mouth dropped open, and the phone felt heavy in her hand. She’d just disconnected the call. Like, seconds ago. “Um.”


Smithers kept her gaze. “We have your phone bugged just in case. We’ve been watching the Lost Bastards, and we know that Heath met with your sister last week. When he just called—”


Air burst out of Anya’s lungs. “Bugged? My phone?” Her mind spun. “This doesn’t make sense. I mean, what does this have to do with the Copper Killer case?”


“Nothing,” Smithers said calmly. “This is about Lost Bastards.”


Her lips trembled. “How—I mean, why—No, how are you here so fast?”


“Oh.” Smithers relaxed. “That. We were scouting the area when the call came in. Happy coincidence that we could get here so quickly.”


There wasn’t any such thing as a happy coincidence. Anya’s stomach started to hurt. Something was off. She turned toward the other guy. “I didn’t see your identification.”


He straightened and then solemnly drew out a badge.


Her body relaxed. The cops were the good guys. “I’m sorry to be so suspicious. This is just weird.” She looked closer at the badge. Her stomach dropped. It was a good fake, but a fake nonetheless. She’d seen the genuine thing just a week before. Why have a fake badge? There was no way he had made it past the FBI guard downstairs. Somehow they’d snuck in.


These guys wanted Heath Jones, and all she’d done was talk to him on the phone. If she screamed, would anybody hear? Most people were at work right now and not in their apartments, and the FBI agents only covered the entrances to the building. What kind of mess was Heath in? Did it have anything to do with Loretta’s case? God. What if it did? She had to get out of there. So she forced another smile. “I don’t really know Heath Jones or his business. What’s this really about?”


Smithers didn’t miss a beat. “We’re concerned about them. It looks like they’ve gotten caught up in a dangerous case with Colombian drug cartels, and we’re concerned for their safety.”


Colombian drug cartels? Seriously? Who was this guy? That was the biggest load of crap she’d ever heard. At the moment, she had more important issues to deal with. Heath and his agency would have to handle their own problems, and if she had to throw him under a bus, she would. She moved closer to Smithers to show trust. “Do you have a card? I’m happy to call you if he contacts me again.”


Smithers nodded. “Actually, we’re hoping you can arrange a meeting.”


She glanced down at her phone and clicked a button. “His number didn’t come up when he called.” She turned the phone toward Smithers. “See?”


His eyebrows drew down in the middle. “That’s unfortunate.”


“It sure is.” She reached for the door. “I’m sorry, but I have a case to work on right now. I’ll contact the Marshals Service if I hear from Heath again.”


His body straightened, and he planted a hand over hers.


She coughed, her body stiffening. Adrenaline shot through her veins.


“I think we need to make a plan,” he said, his face lowering toward hers.


She squinted. Were those colored contacts? Looking closer, she could almost make out putty along his jawline. She tried to jerk free. The man was in disguise? Why?


He held her in place.


“Let go of me,” she gritted out, looking frantically around.


“No,” he said easily, also scanning the area. “Quiet little apartment building, isn’t it?”


His buddy laughed.


Thunder rolled outside.


“I have a feeling you’re the key to getting the Lost Bastards where we want them,” Smithers said, pivoting and tugging her down the hallway.


“No.” Anya pulled back, setting her feet. She opened her mouth to scream just as Smithers turned and clamped a hand over it, easily dragging her toward the stairwell at the end of the hall. She fought hard, trying to yell into his hand.


He lifted her and carried her down two flights of stairs to the basement. Unbelievable. It had been that easy to get into the building and avoid any guards? She struggled, but before she could harm him, they were on the back street next to a black sedan


The FBI agents were out front, damn it.


Snow smashed into her face, and the wind pierced her. She was about to be kidnapped because of a phone call? She shrugged back and shot her elbow into Smithers’s gut. He grunted and dropped her to her feet, still keeping a tight hold.


Tears filled her eyes as she battled against his strength.


Suddenly, an engine roared down the road, and a battered Chevy truck barreled close, smashing hard into the sedan. The sedan collided with a parking meter and metal crumpled with a loud crunch.


She yelped and jumped back, finally freeing herself. Her breath, heated, shot out of her in a loud exhale. Her heart thundered wildly. What in the world?


The truck swung around, and the passenger door was thrown open. “Get in,” bellowed a low voice.


She blinked at seeing Heath Jones, the detective from Lost Bastards. Her knees felt like jelly. D. J. Smithers scrambled beneath his jacket, yanking out a shiny gun. She had about two seconds to go with her instincts, so she did. She ran across the snow, leaping through the passenger side of the truck and slamming the door.


Heath punched the gas, and the truck fishtailed as it roared away from the sidewalk.


Bullets struck the side of the truck with an odd pattering sound. She screamed, curling forward.


“Get down.” Heath grabbed her neck and shoved her further down, sliding lower in the seat but not losing any speed. His hand was rough and his voice tense, but he didn’t hurt her.


She blinked, her heart thundering. The glove box fell open, and a gun dropped onto her knee. She grabbed it and held on tight. With a cop for a dad, guns weren’t foreign to her, but she’d never actually shot one.


The truck fishtailed again, around a corner and then several more. Finally, Heath released her neck. “Are you okay?”


“No,” she bellowed, shoving herself to the bench seat. Her ribs hurt from the rapid beating of her heart. “How?” She looked out the back window at an empty and snowy road.


Heath glanced her way. “How what?”


She swallowed and surveyed him. At least six foot four, tightly muscled, definitely strong and fast. Brown hair waved over his collar, and his greenish gold eyes pierced right through her. While the fake marshals had been shooting guns, there was no doubt this guy was twice as dangerous. What had she done, leaping into his truck? “Um.” She fumbled for the door handle.


“I’m driving too fast for you to jump out.” He kept his broad hands on the steering wheel.


She blinked, and her shoulders trembled. “What is going on? Why were those guys bugging my phone? Why do they want you?” she yelled.


His frown drew down his dark eyebrows. “That’s a very long story about a different case that has nothing to do with you, and I’m sorry. I had no clue they were getting close enough to start bugging phones of people I barely know.”


“They shot at you,” she whispered, her mind reeling. Good guys usually didn’t have people shooting at them.


Heath glanced her way once more. “Yeah. Again, sorry about that.”


She leaned her head back. Somebody had just shot real bullets at her. Bile rose in her throat. God, this was getting too confusing, and she was having trouble breathing as her adrenaline ebbed. She hadn’t slept in two nights. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw an image of her sister, in danger and hunting a serial killer. What had Loretta been thinking to set herself up as bait for a murderer? Even though she was an FBI agent, she was still human. Still vulnerable.


Anya yanked herself back to the moment. She had to think. “Why are those fake cops chasing you and now me?”


He looked at her again, really looked this time. “How did you know they were fake?”


Being his sole focus heated her whole body. Man, he was something to look at, but bad boys had never drawn her. “I met a real U.S. Marshal last week who’s a friend of my sister’s. Saw her badge.” Plus, her instincts were fairly decent at knowing when people were lying, considering her background as a criminal psychologist. “There was something not quite right about them.”


Admiration glimmered in Heath’s stunning eyes. “Nicely done.”


“I guess.” She shrugged back inside herself. Something about him made her feel feminine and yet strong. Must be the bad-boy lure. She knew better. She eyed the snowy trees flashing by outside. “Why are they after you, Heath?”


“It’s a totally different case from the Copper Killer case. Don’t worry about it. They’ll leave you alone since I know they’ve been bugging your phone. As a lead to me, you’ve been blown.”


She swallowed, cold clacking through her. That was weird, right? “Who are you?” she whispered. What had she been thinking to jump into his truck?


“Just a private eye, Anya.”


“This is crazy. It’s all so crazy.” Her voice sounded hysterical, so she tried to calm herself, rubbing her hands on her jeans.


He covered one of her hands with his as if trying to offer comfort.


She frowned and grasped his hand, turning it over. A long scar ran along his lifeline. “What happened?”


He glanced down. “I formed a family.” At her tilted head, he smiled. “Blood brothers for life.” Past hurts and strong ties lived in his words.


“Oh.” Her entire body ached. This was out of her experience. God, she needed her sister. Why hadn’t Loretta called in? Tears gathered in her eyes, and she turned away from Heath for a moment. She cleared her throat. “Family is what matters.”


His voice roughened. “I need the files your sister had.”


“No. You can ask her when she gets back from her undercover op.” It had to be soon. Loretta had said she might not be able to call in. But two days was long enough to wait.


Heath pulled the truck into the empty parking lot of an abandoned gas station. A rusted sign swung in the wind, clapping against the metal siding. He turned toward her. “I’m so sorry.”


Her body tensed before her mind could grasp his meaning. “What?” she breathed.


He looked at her, obviously weighing his words. His eyes darkened and deepened. “They should’ve told you, Anya. The FBI had no right, and you have to be careful who you trust.”


The FBI didn’t even know she’d been taken from the apartment. She swallowed. Her chest tightened in denial. “Told me what?” Her voice trembled.


He inhaled deeply, moving his broad chest, as if trying to gather strength. “I’m so sorry. Your sister was taken by the Copper Killer Monday afternoon. Two days ago.”




CHAPTER
2


Heath had spoken the words as gently as he could.


Anya’s body recoiled as if he’d punched her. She shook her head as her face turned a stark white. “No. That’s not right.” She looked frantically around the empty lot and reached for the door handle.


“Wait.” Heath wrapped a hand around her bicep. “Just wait a minute.” It hurt to see her in pain. Why the hell hadn’t the FBI told her the truth about Loretta’s kidnapping? Sure, they’d kept the information out of the news, but they should’ve told Loretta’s sister.


Anya shook her head again, her red hair spinning. She lifted his gun and pointed it at him. “Take me back. Now.”


Training kept his body calm. A gun barrel elicited an instant reaction, and the moment narrowed his focus. “Okay. Listen. Your sister is smart, and she knows how to deal with criminals. Even though she’s been kidnapped, you can’t lose hope that she’s alive.”


Anya audibly gulped. “I know. She has to be alive.”


Heath released her and maneuvered the vehicle back onto the road. He kept his hands loose on the steering wheel as he drove through town and watched the woman out of his peripheral vision. Dark and straight red hair, determined green eyes, delicate features. Shock and pain in those eyes. And terror. Fear for her sister.


Her aim was direct to his neck, and her arm shook. The weapon was a Sig Sauer, fully loaded with one in the chamber. No safety on the gun. “Loosen your grip, sweetheart. You might squeeze off a round accidentally, and I’m still recuperating from my last gunshot wound.”


Anya’s grip tightened until her knuckles turned white. “You are?”


The concern on her face nearly stopped him cold. Who was this soft woman? He’d only met her once, but at seeing the bruises on her face that day, he’d wanted to kick the shit out of the person who’d caused them. Immediately. “Yeah. I was shot on a job and got between an asshole who didn’t want to pay child support and the loud woman demanding it. Took a bullet to the shoulder.” It had been just a graze, and he was fine. Denver, his brother, had gotten shot the same week but was also fine. That had been one shitty week.


Her eyes widened, but her jaw kept a stubborn tilt. “I don’t want to shoot you.”


“Then we’re in agreement.” His calmness was serving to throw her off balance, and he needed her to relax before she shot him, damn it. “Lower the gun, and we can talk about it.” Snow billowed down, and he twisted the windshield wipers into faster action while turning left toward the apartment building. “I’ve given you a shock. You doing okay?” It was a stupid question, but he had to offer some comfort.


She shook her head. “No. I keep wondering what’s happening right now to Loretta. What is she going through?”


“She’s tough and smart. She’s hopefully getting free.” He wanted to hold on to the hope. Badly. He tried to turn Anya’s focus so she’d calm. “Last time I saw you, you had bruises on your neck.” He’d wondered who had dared to hurt her.


“Yeah. I shifted right when I should’ve gone left. Loretta’s partner was training me.” She looked out the window, her body one tense line. “I’m not so good at the physical stuff.”


“Really?” he barked out before he could stop himself, his gut dropping. “I’ve heard many an excuse and lie, but that’s a new one. Most battered women go with the ‘I fell down the stairs’ explanation.” He winced. That hadn’t been nice. “Sorry.”


Instead of getting angry or cowering away, Anya seemed to focus on him. “Wow. That was a serious leap in logic, buddy.”


He paused.


Her chin lowered. “You sound as if you have experience in that area.”


Now he stiffened. “What are you? A shrink?” he muttered.


“Well, kind of.”


He turned her way. “Do you practice? With patients?” If anything, she became more intriguing every time she talked.


“No. I’m a professor of criminal psychology at Ocean City College. So I could’ve been a shrink.”


The stunning redhead was a professor? “Tell me the truth about the bruises.”


Her shoulders settled and her arms stopped shaking. “Loretta’s partner was teaching me some self-defense moves, and I honestly moved the wrong way. He pulled the punch, but . . .”


But delicate skin like hers bruised easily. It sounded like she was telling the truth, but he knew from experience how often victims lied. “Right.”


She blinked. “What’s your deal? You have definite issues, don’t you?”


His chest hurt in an old ache. He sighed and took another turn, correcting when the truck fishtailed again on the black ice. “My mom was killed by an abusive boyfriend when I was a kid. She was addicted to drugs, and we never stayed in one place long, but she always managed to find the biggest dickheads in the world to fall for. The last one finally killed her.” His tone had remained low and matter-of-fact, even as pain exploded in his solar plexus.


“I’m sorry,” Anya whispered, her eyes glassy. “That’s terrible.”


His phone rang.


She stiffened, her hands shaking more. God, she really was going to shoot him.


He gingerly pulled out the phone to read a text. His entire body tightened. “My brothers have a lead on your sister. I have to go.”


“What’s the lead?” she asked, her voice unsteady.


“I don’t know. They just said to suit up.” He took another turn.


“Brothers?”


“Lost Bastards Investigative Services is owned by the three of us—Ryker, Denver, and me. We’re brothers.” They were all he had in the world, and if something happened to either one of them, his heart would be cut out. So he understood her need to find her sister. He really did. Everything inside him wanted to gather her close and provide shelter.


Her gaze turned to the deserted snowy road. “I’m going with you.”


Hell, no. “I can’t have you with me if I find the guy.” Not only would she be in the way, he didn’t want her to see Loretta if the serial killer had finished with her. The guy had a pattern, and it wasn’t pretty. Considering Loretta was an FBI agent, the killer would probably want to make a statement. A nasty one.


“My sister might need me.” Her voice had trembled on those words. “If you’re telling the truth. If not, then I’m shooting you.”


His chest ached. He’d only met Special Agent Loretta Jackson a couple of times, but he liked her. They’d collaborated on the serial killer case, and Loretta’s sharp intelligence had impressed the heck out of him. In fact, she’d been whole and strong—the complete opposite of his mother. And yet . . . she’d been taken by a killer. The unfairness of that fact nearly made him choke. “I respect your sister and know she’d want me to keep you safe. Let’s do this my way.”


Anya set her other hand on the gun. “I don’t think so.”


Even from across the cab, he could see the rapid rise and fall of her chest. If she didn’t calm herself, she was about to go into a panic attack. “You need to calm down, Anya.”


“I’m calm.” Her voice had come out an octave higher than it had earlier.


He had to get through to her somehow and get her to concentrate on something other than the gun and him. “When I talked to your sister the other day, she implied you two had just recently reconnected.”


“Yeah. We’ve always stayed in touch but not as much as I wish we had. Loretta’s mom was, well, what my dad fondly called a serial wife.” Anya squinted out into the storm.


Heath frowned. “What does that mean?”


“She married a lot of men, including my dad. Loretta was ten when they got married and had me, and she was fifteen when they split.” Anya’s tone lowered. “We knew of each other but didn’t really bond until earlier this year.” Her hand started shaking again. “We have to find her, Heath. She has to be all right.”


So she did believe him. Imaginary weights slammed onto his shoulders. “The FBI won’t stop looking, either. She’s one of theirs.” How had the Copper Killer gotten an FBI agent?


“The FBI should’ve told me.” Tears choked her voice.


“Agreed.” Heath would use every skill he had to find her still alive. First, he had to get Anya safely back to the FBI so he could get to work. “Give me the gun.”


“No.”


All right. Enough was enough. He pulled over next to a snowbank at the side of the road and put the vehicle into neutral. Then he turned toward her, facing the barrel of his own gun and keeping calm like always. “Last chance, Anya.”


A frown marred her smooth forehead. “I have the gun.”


Yeah, but he had reflexes that were definitely beyond the norm. He blew out air. Man, she was pretty. Her eyes were the color of a misty forest and nearly glowed against her pale skin. Totally inappropriate for the moment, but his interest in her grew. “Listen. If I get the gun from you, it’s because I have unreal training, okay? It has nothing to do with strength or you. You are not weak, and you are not a victim.”


She blinked. “I already told you that I’m not a victim. You’re across the truck from me, so you might want to watch your ego. I’m keeping the gun.”


“Right. Just say you heard my words, okay?” God, he didn’t want to do this.


She rolled her eyes. “All right, tough guy. I heard your words.”


He lifted his left hand and twisted, smoothly taking the gun with his right.


Her mouth gaped. Even in the cloudy day, the highlights from her dark red hair glinted with life.


He tucked the gun into his waistband at the back. “Thanks for not shooting me.”


“You moved impossibly fast.”


“Yeah.” That was a minefield he wasn’t entering with her. “I’m sorry I had to take the gun.” He set the truck into drive and moved back onto the icy road.


“You apologize a lot,” she murmured, turning to face the front window. Her shoulders slumped.


He blinked and warmth bloomed in his chest even though she was shrinking his head. “My brothers wouldn’t believe you about that.” They thought he was one stubborn bastard.


“Bad guys don’t apologize. You must be okay.” She sounded thoughtful and a little sad. Scared.


She was also wrong. “I’m not a good guy. Trust me.”


“Right.” She shoved that glorious red hair away from her face. “Loretta thought you were good at your job, and that means something.”


“I’ll do my best to find her, and I promise I’ll call you if I find out anything.”


She rubbed her hands down her jeans. “Good enough. Check in the second you have news.”


“I will.” He slowed the truck around a chunk of ice in the road. “You do the same.”


“Sure.”


That didn’t sound like the truth. Man, she really didn’t trust him. Oddly, all of a sudden he wanted to prove her wrong. Yet his instincts bellowed for him to get the green-eyed beauty somewhere safe and definitely away from him. Her skin tempted him to explore, and her mouth looked delicious. He couldn’t be distracted like this—especially when he had a job to do.


Her apartment came into view. The front entrance was empty, but he’d seen an FBI agent inside the lobby and out of the storm. “Hey. Do me a favor and don’t let the FBI know about the fake marshals, would you? That’s a private case, and we really need the FBI to concentrate on your sister and not lose traction by following irrelevant leads.”


She studied him. “I’ll think about it.”


That’s all he could ask her to do. “Let the FBI keep you safe.” As if they could.


She nodded. “Where are your offices located?”


“They were in Cisco, Wyoming, but we’ve closed those down. We’re working on relocating to the Pacific Northwest,” he said easily. They hadn’t found a place as of yet.


Her face was still too pale. “Promise you’ll call if you find out anything. And if you’re lying about Loretta . . .”


“I wish I were. But I’ll find her.” He studied Anya. Delicate bone structure, bruised skin, terror-filled eyes. After she exited the truck, snow dropped onto her flaming hair, and with the gray building behind her, she was all light and color. “I promise.”


She shut the door and turned to run into the building.


He waited until she’d reached the agent inside, looked around the quiet area to make sure nobody had followed them, and then took off.


Leaving her didn’t feel right.




CHAPTER
3


Anya settled back in her seat as the too-silent female agent drove her through Snowville toward the FBI offices. The woman had barely confirmed that Loretta had been kidnapped. For any more information, Anya needed to speak to a superior.


Kidnapped. Anya leaned her head against the window, not minding the chill. Where was Loretta? Was she hurt? Scared? Still alive?


Closing her eyes, Anya said yet another prayer. Heath’s cece filled her mind. Strong lines, intelligent eyes, determined jaw, sculpted lips.


What would those lips feel like? With that thought, she flashed back to almost five months ago, when her life had started to unravel.






“Leave me the hell alone, Carl,” she snapped, struggling with both the lock on her apartment door and her luggage. Her laptop case fell off her biggest suitcase, landing with a thunk on the plush carpet of the long hallway. How was her taste in men so terrible when she’d been raised by a single father who had been an amazing person? “Damn it.”


Carl sighed and stepped away from her. “We have to talk about this.”


Talk about this? She whirled on him. “You’re kidding me. You’re actually kidding with me right this second.”


His sizzling blue eyes dimmed. “I’m sorry. You have to know how sorry I am.”


“I don’t care.” She turned and unlocked her door, heat and hurt filling her chest. They’d dated for nearly six months before they’d won a grant to study abnormal psychology at an institution in southern Washington and had taken sabbaticals from Ocean City College in western Washington, where they both taught. It had seemed like such an adventure. “We’re through.”


“Come on.” He shook his head. “It was one mistake.”


“Right.” They’d been on a research sabbatical for two months, with ten to go. She’d do her own research without his help. She struggled to shove her suitcases inside. Was it only the night before that she’d found him in bed with his research assistant? The idiot should’ve never given her the key to his temporary apartment. The bastard must’ve broken speed limits to get here so quickly.


He cleared his throat and reached for her laptop bag.


“Don’t,” she hissed, shoving his hand away and grabbing it herself.


He sighed. “You are so dramatic. Listen. We’ve been dating for months and there has to be a way to salvage this.”


She bit her lip. “You should worry more about your career, considering you just slept with a nineteen-year-old student. Your student. We’re done.” Slamming the door in his face, she leaned against it. Tears prickled in her eyes. “Jerk,” she whispered.


“I’ll call you tomorrow. We’re not done,” he said through the door.


The man was crazy. Tripping over her suitcase, she moved through her front hall to her wide kitchen with its cheerful whitewashed cupboards and granite countertops. Dust and a sense of emptiness surrounded her. God, she had to have some wine somewhere. She dug through the cupboards and drew out a bottle of Shiraz. Perfect. Opening it took a second, pouring a few more, and by then, she decided to get over Carl the asshat and now.


She took a deep gulp. Spice and warmth exploded in her stomach.


Her living room stretched before her, the leather furniture and bright pillows welcoming her home to her bachelorette pad. She’d always be alone. Her heart ached. A picture taken of her with her father around her seventeenth birthday caught her eye. He’d received a commendation for stopping a robbery and stood so proudly next to her in his police uniform, his strong arm over her shoulder, his green eyes a perfect match for hers. “I am never going to find a man like you,” she murmured, letting the room blur for a moment.


What she wouldn’t give to be able to call him right now. Of course, if he were still alive, he’d drive to her small Washington coastal town and beat the shit out of Carl. The thought made her smile.


She eyed the round table in the wide nook, piled high with magazines and mail. Mrs. Polansky from next door had done a good job of sorting it all into piles.


With another gulp, Anya strode toward the table and sat. With ten months still to go on her research project, she would give anything to be able to return to teaching the next day. To get on with her life without Carl. She angrily shoved away tears.


She took the mail and organized it further, into garbage, somewhat interesting stuff, and bills she’d already paid online.


Four envelopes—the regular white kind—caught her eye. Her name and address were scrawled in strong handwriting across them. No return address.


She frowned and pushed the wineglass away. Then she opened the top letter.


A picture fell out.


Squinting, she lifted the snapshot to the light. A girl of about eighteen looked into the camera. Tears filled her pretty blue eyes, and her long red hair was splayed over her shoulders. What in the world? Chills clacked down Anya’s arms.


She reached for the letter to unfold and read it. The scent of lavender filtered around her.


Dear Anya,


This girl tried to be you, to make us, and she failed. Nobody can be you. I’m afraid she’ll have to be punished.


XO


Me


Anya’s stomach roiled. “Punished”? Was this some kind of sick joke? She grabbed another envelope and ripped it open. Another photograph spilled out. This one was of another redhead, who appeared to be in her midtwenties with brown eyes. Tears glimmered on her face, too.


Dear Anya,


Did you like my last present? I haven’t heard from you, but that’s okay. We’ll have plenty to talk about soon. This girl also tried to be you . . . she tried so hard. But she failed as well. Her death is deserved. They’re calling me the Copper Killer now. How cute is that? Until we meet in person, my love.


XO


Me


The psychologist in Anya roared to the forefront. Either this was an incredibly sick joke or something horrible was going on. Her hand shook as she reached for the third envelope. She bit back a scream when the picture fell out.


A totally different redhead looked blindly at the camera, her eyes dead, her mangled neck bruised.


Anya cried out as she stood and shoved away from the table, falling against the edge of the counter. Her hands shook. That quickly, her gaze caught on the stack of newspapers next to the mail. The top headline read: COPPER KILLER TAKES ANOTHER LIFE.


Oh God. She backed out of the kitchen, her hands trembling, her breath panting. What was happening? She looked wildly around the quiet apartment. Help. She needed help. So she turned and ran for the room she used as an office, flipped through her address book, and quickly dialed.


“Special Agent Jackson,” her half sister answered with authority.


“Loretta?” Anya breathed, tears sliding down her face. Her entire body had gone cold. “Loretta?”


“Yes? Anya?”


Anya paused. They didn’t speak as much as they should and only exchanged e-mails or Christmas cards once in a while. Yet Loretta worked for the FBI. “Yeah. It’s me.” She should’ve probably called the police.


“Oh.” Loretta was quiet for a moment. “Are you all right? You sound funny.”


Anya bit her lip, her mind spinning. “I don’t think so. I mean, no. I think I need help.”








The car slid in the snow, and Anya came back to the present with a gasp. Her head pounded.


It was her fault. Loretta hadn’t even been working the Copper Killer case until Anya had asked for help, and now she was in the hands of a brutal psychopath.


Heath shrugged off unease at leaving Anya with the FBI and picked up speed, quickly dialing the only other number programed into his phone.


“Where are you?” Ryker, his brother, snapped.


“Snowville,” Heath said. “Long story. For now, what do you have?”


“Big news. Loretta wasn’t taken from her temporary quarters in Snowville. She was on her own in a small town called Gold City in the northwest corner of Idaho. Not too far from where you are, though. Probably there to draw out the killer.”


Heath bit back a snarl. “The FBI kept that a secret.”


“Actually, they think she was taken from the decoy position in Snowville,” Ryker said. “But they’ll figure it out shortly, I’m sure.”


Heath slowed down. “Do I need to get back to the airport?”


“No. It’d be faster for you to drive there.” The sound of typing came over the line. “We caught a picture of Agent Jackson in Gold City the day she was taken, so she might still be in Idaho.”


Almost two days ago. Heath punched the gas and headed north. “What was she doing there?”


“If you ask me, she was setting herself up as bait without backup,” Ryker said evenly, still typing.


“Stupid,” Heath muttered.


“Desperate,” Ryker countered. “The video was from the camera at a small post office, so I tracked around town and found one more shot, this one from a small bank.”


“Okay.” So they’d found Jackson before she’d been kidnapped. “How does that help us?”


“The same truck is in the background in both shots. Ran the plates and nothing. We think Jackson disappeared right after visiting that bank. So, ah, Denver hacked into some satellite feeds—don’t ask about the legality.”


“And?” Their brother Denver was a genius at hacking governmental technology. Heath’s breathing sped up with the scent of a trail.


“We’ve tracked the truck to a farm about two hours from your current location.” Ryker sighed. “Well, we think we have. Satellite had the truck for a while, but there’s a colossal storm over the Northwest, and cloud cover is too thick. We then used Google satellite images to find what looks like a farm—the only one with structures in that area.”


“Most farms in the area grow crops?” Heath sped up on the icy road, his shoulders stiffening. They’d found her.


“Yeah. Some wheat. But this place, at least from the images, doesn’t look like a working farm. There aren’t enough structures. Another satellite picture from two years ago shows it to be abandoned. There’s a large crumbling barn and two more outbuildings that might not even exist now.”


It was a long way to drive for an unlikely place, but it was all they had. “Send the coordinates to my phone.”


“Denver is heading over from the Montana-Idaho border where we’ve been working from a block of cabins. If we found this lead, the FBI should have it soon, so be careful.”


“I will. Also, two guys bugged Anya Best’s phone, looking for us.” Heath increased the speed of the wipers against the pelting snow.


“All right. Are you free of them?”


Considering he’d smashed their car to bits, yeah. “I’m free.”


“Good. One thing at a time. Let’s find Special Agent Jackson and go from there,” Ryker said.


Heath flipped on the heater. “We have to find her before he kills her.” The Copper Killer took delight in torturing victims before killing them, and he hadn’t left a clue with the eight previous kills. “She has to be okay.”


“Shit, Heath. You need to keep a distance here.” Concern wove through Ryker’s tone.


“I’m trying. Loretta is strong and smart—and he’ll attempt to strip that away from her.” That’s what bullies did. Who knew who his mother could’ve been if just one loser boyfriend hadn’t kept supplying her with drugs? He couldn’t fail again. “The killer might not be prepared for a trained FBI agent. He might have to kill quickly with Loretta. The bastard.”


“I know,” Ryker murmured. “But you have to keep cold and sane. Any woman in trouble pushes your buttons. You need to be smart and distant for this fuckin’ case.”


“Got it.” His brother had always tried to protect his psyche, and Heath knew to listen to him. “I’ll stay clear thinking. I promise.”


“Good. Wait for Denver before going in.” Ryker clicked off.


Heath tossed the phone onto the seat and glared up at the heavily overcast sky. He hadn’t liked leaving Anya by herself, but she’d be safer with the FBI for now. He dialed his brother again.


“Yeah?” Ryker asked.


“Do a search on Anya Best, Loretta’s sister. I want to know everything about her,” Heath said.


Silence ticked over the line for a moment. “The bruised one?”


Heath closed his eyes for a moment and then reopened them to watch the road. “Just do it. I need the info for this case.” He clicked off, knowing he hadn’t fooled his brother a bit. The last thing he needed right now was another lecture on his penchant for trying to save lost souls.


Anya wasn’t lost. Hell, the woman had even held a gun on him. He grinned.


Soon sleet mixed with snow and made him slow down for the two-hour drive. He had the rural roads to himself and quickly climbed through a series of forested ravines.


Scrub brush, rocks, pine trees, and snow surrounded him. A chill slithered down his back. The turnoff came into view, and he followed a barely there trail, parking about a half mile from where the barn had been two years ago. He took several precious moments to wipe down the truck and any evidence either he or Anya had been inside, just in case he had to leave it behind.


His body thrumming, he jumped from the truck, and cold assailed him. He zipped his coat, tugged the collar around his neck, and turned to dodge through snowy pine trees. Within minutes, the barn came into view.


Heath reached for his phone and dialed Ryker. “I’ve found it.”


“Wait for backup. Denver will be there in fifteen minutes,” Ryker ordered.


Even with the storm, the air was too quiet. Tension hung over the entire area. Heath had to go in. “Tell him to hurry. I’m finding her now.” He shoved the phone back into his pocket before Ryker could argue.
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